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Szerkesztoi eloszo

KEKESI KUN ARPAD

Lapunk torténetének elsé angol nyelv( szamat
szemlézi képernydjén az olvaso.

Miutan tavaly online formaban Ujraindi-
tottuk a Theatront, és digitalizalva kdzread-
tuk a nyomtatasban megjelent valamennyi
szam valamennyi cikkét, idén visszatértink
legnemesebb hagyomanyainkhoz. Ismét je-
lentkeztink tematikus szammal, amely a
szinhazi nevelést allitotta elGtérbe, és a
szerkeszt0, Kiss Gabriella, illetve a kivalo
szerzbk jovoltabdl sokszinlségében is kilo-
nosen erOsre sikeredett. Hasonloképpen ko-
vetkezé két szamunk tobb tematikus blokk-
jahoz, amelyekben teret adtunk jeles hazai
kutatoknak és PhD-hallgatoknak éppugy,
mint az OTDK szinhaztudomanyi szekcidja-
ban kimagasldan szerepelt egyetemi hallga-
toknak. Ujra kdzoltunk forditasokat kuolféldi
szaktekintélyektdl és vilaghir( szinhazi alko-
totdl, illetve elérhetové tettik jelentdsebb
konferenciakon elhangzott el6adasok szer-
kesztett valtozatat is.

Most pedig itt az elsd Issue in Hungarian
(Theatre) Studies, amellyel hagyomanyt ki-
vanunk teremteni: minden év utolso lapszamat
angol nyelven jelentetjik meg, és magyar
szinhazi, tagabb muivészeti torekvések elem-

zésének szenteljUk, serkentve azok nemzet-
kozi disszeminaciojat. Kevés konyv és tanul-
many olvashatd vilagnyelveken a honi szinhaz-
rol, ezt prébalja kompenzalni a Theatron.

Ebben a szamunkban egy olyan konfe-
rencia anyagat kozoljik, amely a MA cim(
folyoirat els6 megjelenésének szazadik évfor-
duldjan kerilt megrendezésre az Egyesilt
Allamokban, kériljarva a magyar avantgard
képzOmUvészet, zene, tanc, szinhaz, film és
irodalom szamos kérdését és jelenségét. A
cikkek szerzdi kozott az USA-ba emigralt
alkotdkon (féként Moholy-Nagyon és Bar-
tokon) keresztil szamos kapcsolddasi pontot
talalé magyar és kilfoldi szakemberek, mu-
vészek és tuddsok egyarant megtaldlhatok,
a gazdag illusztracids anyag pedig igyekszik
érzékletessé tenni az élénk szakmai disz-
kussziokkal tarkitott esemény elevenségét,
az elhangzott el6adasok sokrétl szemléle-
tességét. A konferencianak az Indiana Uni-
versity Bloomington adott otthont, ahol sokunk
egykori mestere és kollégaja, Szegedy-Maszak
Mlhaly professzor az ELTE mellett hosszu
éveken keresztil tanitott, igy e szamot az 6
emlékének ajanljuk.



Foreword, Project Proposal

ANDRAS KAPPANYOS

The position of a Hungarian professor at In-
diana University, Bloomington, has been es-
tablished in 1980, and it is now named after
the founder, the exquisite historian, Gyorgy
Ranki. The mandate of the Ranki professors
is for one academic year, and their tasks in-
clude organizing an international conference
that is related to their own field of research
and also facilitates the visibility of Hungarian
culture. In the 2016-17 academic year, the po-
sition was filled by the writer of these lines.
The mandate coincided with the centenary
of the most important journal of the Hungar-
ian avant-garde, MA (‘Today’), so it came
naturally for the conference to be titled
"MA/Today — 100 Years After: The Impact of
the Hungarian Avant-Garde". We invited
scholars in a wide variety of artistic fields (ar-
chitecture, photography, fine arts, theatre,
music, dance, performing arts, literature) to
examine the direct and indirect impact of
MA, with special emphasis on those Hungar-
ian artists who have really managed to pur-
sue an international career.

The conference and its presentations
were specially dedicated to the memory of
Mihaly Szegedy-Maszak (1943-2016), former
Ranki Chair and tenured professor at Indiana
University.

The present issue of Theatron contains
the presentations of the conference held at
Bloomington, April 14-15, 2017. Special thanks
to Karen Sue Niggle for her tireless efforts in
organizing the conference; to Jessie Labov
for proofreading the non-native contributors’
texts; and to Agnes Major for checking and
fixing the bibliographies.

The first issue of MA (Today), the outstanding
periodical of Lajos Kassak, appeared on No-
vember 15, 1916. This journal, the most im-
portant institution of Hungarian avant-
garde, that soon became internationally ack-

nowledged, lived through the second half of
the war, a democratic revolution, the Hun-
garian Soviet Republic, and long years of ex-
ile; also the transition from Expressionism to
Constructivism through a period of Dadaism.
Together with its short-lived pre-decessor, A
Tett (The Deed), it was banned in three dif-
ferent political systems: in the belligerent
Austro-Hungarian Empire, in the Commune,
then in post-war, irredentist Hungary. Still, it
managed to survive for ten vyears, that
makes it almost unique among avant-garde
periodicals. During its existence a part of
Hungarian culture became a syn-chronous
participant and an honoured cont-ributor of
the latest developments of European culture.

But MA wasn’t just a monthly magazine.
It published more than thirty individual books
(poetry volumes, essays, albums); organized
ten exhibitions and more than twenty soirees
and matinees, propagating avant-garde music,
visual and performative arts. This is what
makes it a worthy starting point and central
subject of this academic year's Hungarian
Chair Conference. It gives opportunity to in-
vite literary scholars, musicologists, art his-
torians and other academics who would ex-
amine the Hungarian and Central-European
contribution to the international avant-
garde (including the oeuvres of such artists
as Béla Bartok, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Marcel
Breuer or Rudolf Laban); and especially the
intermediary role that the Vienna Kassak
group played between West and East (setting
the example of several Central-European
groups and periodicals), as well as between
the diverse branches of art. Hopefully, the
conference will be able to give an authentic
picture of this unique equilibrium between
receptivity and originality.
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The Role of Central European Avant-garde Reviews

in the 1920s (Hungary, Poland, Czechoslovakia,

Romania, Bulgaria and Yugoslavia)

IRINA SUBOTIC

Abstract: After the collapse of four empires
during World War |, several new European
states emerged, with new energy, anti-
military and progressive attitudes among the
youth, and shared optimism for a peaceful
future. A new generation of writers, poets,
artists, theorists, philosophers, architects,
musicians, and film makers helped revitalize
the cultural life in Central European countries
(Poland, Czechoslovakia, Hungary, Romania,
Yugoslavia and Bulgaria) in the early 1920s
by publishing a variety of reviews that pro-
moted new ideas and radical forms of ex-
pression, often linked to progressive social
positions and leftist political influences. In
spite of different orientations and local his-
torical, cultural, social and political condi-
tions, they often had similar objectives and
clearly expressed attitudes about multina-
tional and cosmopolitan culture, new forms
and fresh approaches, with an ideological
commitment to considering culture as pri-
marily a social issue. The review editors ex-
changed articles, manifestos, poems, repro-
ductions of plastic and applied arts, methods
and practices in theatre, film, music, photog-
raphy and architecture. They invented new
media, organized international exhibitions,
performances, conferences; participated in
provocative activities and discussions and of-
ten shared similar artistic worldviews. Some
were successful; others were banned for po-
litical reasons, but all were important ele-
ments in avant-garde movements of the time.

After the end of World War | and the collapse
of four empires (Austro-Hungarian, German,
Ottoman and Russian), several new European
states were created. They offered a different

identity and image of the Old Continent in
response to war. There were rapid changes,
new ideas, the world was full of hope and
positive energy. Although artists came from
different cultural and historical backgrounds,
they shared the same disillusions because of
the war disasters and had similar antiwar
aspirations. Positive perspectives about Europe
and the world, and about a peaceful cosmo-
politan future prevailed - at least for a while.
The central part — the so-called “heart of Eu-
rope”, was not well known; it was considered
peripheral, and in many ways it remains so
until today, even though Poland, Czech
Republic, Slovakia, Hungary, Romania, and
Bulgaria are all members of the European
Union. Without arguing about how realistic,
autochtonous or homogeneous Central
Europe really is (the territory is primarily the
successor of the former Habsburg Empire) —
we will begin with the assumption that there
really is such a thing as “Central Europe”. It is
important to emphasize that two remarkable
art historians, professors Andrzej Turowski*
and particularly Krisztina Passuth® were among
the first experts who contributed to raising
the awareness about the richness of ideas,
variety of manifestations, important artworks
and outstanding figures in the avant-garde
sphere of the Central European cultural mi-
lieu. On the other hand, we must also accept

* Andrzej TUROWSKI, Existe-t-il un art de l'Europe
de l’Est? Utopie & Idéologie. Penser I'Espace.
(Paris: Editions de la Villette, 1986).

* Krisztina PASSUTH, Les Avant-Gardes de ['Europe
Centrale, 1907-1927 (Paris: Flammarion, 1988).
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Timothy O. Benson'’s® considerations of the
complexity of Central European identity as
“ambiguous, diffuse, fragmentary, and con-
tradictory”: “Not one avant-garde, but many
avant-gardes, interacting with one another
yet each retaining its unique characteristics”.

Young generations of writers, poets, artists,
theorists, philosophers, architects, musicians,
and film makers helped editors in the early
1920s revitalize the cultural life of the region
by, among else, publishing a variety of
reviews, journals or magazines supporting
new ideas and radical forms of expression,
often connected to progressive social
positions and leftist influences. In spite of
different orientations and local historical or
social conditions, different languages used,
frequent changes of locations and even
countries where those reviews were edited,
they often had similar objectives. They had
clearly expressed attitudes about multina-
tional and cosmopolitan culture, and they
supported new forms and fresh ideas, with
an ideological commitment to considering
culture as primerely a social issue. The editors
exchanged articles, manifestos, poems, re-
productions of plastic and applied arts,
thoughts and practices in theatre, film, mu-
sic, photography and architecture. They in-
vented new media, organized international
exhibitions, performances, soirées, conferences;
participated in provocative activities and dis-
cussions with radical slogans about the need
to improve the conditions of institutions and,
in general, to change social and often also
the larger political situation. They stimulated
dialogues between the traditional and the
modern and were among the first to under-
stand the importance of new technical and
technological developments which they in-
troduced to their publications and activities.

3 Timothy O. BENSON, “Introduction”, in Central
European Avant-gardes: Exchange and Trans-
formation, 1910-1930, ed. Timothy O. BENSON,
12—21 (Los Angeles: County Museum of Art;
Cambridge, Mass. — London, England: The
MIT Press, 2002), 16, 21.

In this rush to present and even accept new
events and new statements, we can some-
times recognize the overlapping of different
— if not opposed — phenomena, with a dynamic
structure, diverse subjects and a variety of
stylistique forms.

In spite of this very active, frequent and
fruitful international communication, coop-
eration and sharing common ideas about
utopian expectations, the avant-garde re-
views could not contribute to the creation of
a united and unique avant-garde movement.
Therefore, we will discuss different avant-
garde “voices” in Central European reviews
and their particularities within distinct cul-
tural, historical, political and social condi-
tions; their isolated expressions but also of-
ten with very close points of view.

Reviews were important as the easiest
and most direct, independent way to express
and confront statements and ideologies, to
gather people with same or similar attitudes,
to be international and interdisciplinary, able
to enlarge the number of collaborators from
distant locations, to be, in a word — a forum
for the exchange and dissemination of new
ideas and complex new tendencies in various
disciplines. It is incredible how this commu-
nication was intense and quick, rich and pro-
ductive — in spite of the only possible tech-
nology of that time — traditional letters de-
livered by mail, and sometimes direct con-
tacts among the involved editors and artists
established in big cultural centers — Paris, Vi-
enna, Berlin.

Both the similarities and the differences
evident in these reviews will reveal simulta-
neous autochthonous and independent de-
velopments in their respective milieus. At
the same time, however, the major Europe-
an metropolis and the unofficial European
capital of that time, Berlin, was extremely
important as the meeting point and the
crossroads of artists coming from the East
and from the West. Above all, there was
Herwarth Walden and his Der Sturm, estab-
lished in the 1910s, as an example and a
source of information. However, it also of-
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fered space for presentations of fresh ideas
and forms coming from all over the world,
including various Central European artists.
There were many Hungarians in Berlin who
left their country because of Miklds Horthy,
or Bulgarians who escaped from Cankov's
dictatorship, Romanians and Austrians, Poles,
some Croats, Slovenians and Serbs, Ukraini-
ans and Belarusians, but mostly - hundreds
of thousands of Russians of all colors, white
and red, left and right, progressive and con-
servative, gathered round the Nolen-
dorfplatz. The so-called Russian Berlin had a
particular role in spreading outside of Russia
the ideas of utopian Constructivism, headed
by Lazar El Lissitzky, as well as the shortlast-
ing review Veshch/Objet/Gegenstand, which
he edited together with Ilya Ehrenburg. Eh-
renburg’s momentous novel /t does Revolve
was reflected in some Central European
avant-garde reviews, as it was the First Rus-
sian Exhibition of New Art in the Van Diemen
Gallery from October to December 1922.

Reviews and the emerging ideas were of-
ten presented and developed in popular
cafes that the artists occupied at that time,
such as Japan Café or Café Central in Buda-
pest, Narodni Café, Slavia, Tumovka, Union
or Metro in Prague, Polish art Club in Polonia
Hotel in Warsaw, Kasina and Korzo in Zagreb,
Moscow in Belgrade, Café Capsa, Teresa
Otelesteanu or Café Enache Dinu, near Bu-
charest Piata Mare, Schloss Café and Café
Beethoven in Vienna.

Among the very first, most influential and
longest lasting avant-garde journals, reviews
or periodicals, probably in the entire Europe,
was the antiwar review MA [Today], repre-
sentative par excellence for our narrative.
(See Fig. 1. on Plate I.) It appeared in 1916,
succeeding the review A Tett [The Deed],
banned during World War I. The founder, the
charismatic Lajos Kassak and his Activists
celebrated social justice and the moral role
of art, revolutionary changes not only on the
political but also the technological level.
They strongly emphasized and promoted
new values of industrial production, design,

architecture, technology and all other new
inventions, such as photography, collages,
photomontages, new typography and newly
invented alphabet. After supporting the ide-
as of Cubism and Futurism, MA embraced
Dadaist humor and sarcastic behavior. Kurt
Schwitters’ picture-poems were reflected in
Kassak’s works. His picture-architecture be-
came a proto-model for geometrical compo-
sitions: proto-Constructivism appeared here
for the first time. Exceeding Russian Obmokhu,
the review became the loudspeaker of the
most radical pan European Constructivist
abstraction, “social and technological uto-
pia”, or "Romantic Constructivism”, accord-
ing to llya Ehrenburg. Artworks that ap-
peared in Ma were identified as promoters of
a better world to come. Kassak believed that
it was a symbol of a future without national-
ism and social class stratification. The review
had a great impact on other avant-garde pe-
riodicals almost all over Central Europe: after
Kassak’s articles and woodcuts appeared on
cover pages of MA, they were soon replicat-
ed in Der Sturm and Veshch/Objet/ Gegen-
stand in Berlin, Zenit in Zagreb/Belgrade,
Contimporanul in Bucharest, Zvortnica in
Cracow, etc.

The year 1922 was important for the
Hungarian avant-garde: after the collapse of
the Commune, Kassadk and Activists chose
Vienna as their new stage. An even larger in-
ternational collaboration was established with
deeper Communist influence, particularly in
Béla Uitz's journal Egység [Unity]. Quoting
Jaroslav Andel, Oliver A. . Botar argues:

The Hungarians’ concept of “Proletcult”
was equivalent to what was known in
Soviet Russia as “Proletarian Art”, e.qg.,
art in the service of the Communist Par-
ty. “Proletarian Art” was not only sepa-
rate from the Proletcult, an autono-
mous movement founded by Alek-
sandr Bogdanov and others to encour-
age artistic production among workers,
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but was promoted by the Party in op-
position to it.*

Dadaism became visible in Sandor Barta’s
Akasztott Ember [The Hanged Man] - to-
gether with Proletcult ideas and simplicity of
its expression, on the one side, and on the
other, with George Grosz and Berlin Dada
there was humor full of satire, sarcasm and
absurdity. In that respect it was similar to the
spirit of Yugoslav Zenit or Romanian Urmuz.
Although Kassak rejected Dadaist mood in
his MA, he considered the Hungarian Dada-
ists’ review Ut [Path] from Novi Sad & Subo-
tica (in Voivodina) as a “brother’s review”.
Kassak and Moholy-Nagy published their
important overview of different avant-garde
movements in the book Buch Neuver Kunstler
(Book of New Artists). Moholy-Nagy’'s Pic-
ture-architecture (Bildarchitectur) manifesto
was accepted as a guide to spiritual con-
structivism.

Ma had a rather dissolute organization,
with various interests and backgrounds dur-
ing its long life. Important participation of
various Hungarian artists such as Béla Uitz,
Janos Mattis Teutsch, Ivan Hevesy, Sandor
Bortnyik, Lajos Tihanyi, Aurél Bernath, Lajos
Kudlak, and “prophetic poets” Endre Ady,
Janos Macza and Béla Bartdk created a rich
scenery for the review’s concept. Erné Kallai
was the key link to the international context.
On the other hand, Socialist Berlin was pre-
sent through connections with Franz Pfemfert’s
journal Die Aktion. Collaboration with other
progressive magazines, institutions and fig-
ures was intense as well, such as for exam-

“ Oliver A. |. BOTAR, “From the Avant-garde to
»Proletarian Art«: The Emigré Hungarian
Journals Egység and Akasztott Ember, 1922—
23", Art Journal 52, No. 1 (1993): 3445, 44,
endnote 4. [Online]. Available at: Academia.edu
http://www.academia.edu/10993842/From_t
he_Avant-
Garde_to_Proletarian_Art_The_Emigre_Hun
garian_Journals_Egyseg_and_Akasztott_Em
ber_1922-23. [Accessed 5 June 2017].

ple, with Periszkop and Genius in Arad (Tran-
sylvania), with Hannes Meyer, Bauhaus etc.

Back in Budapest in 1926, new challenges
did not surprise Kassak: in his review he gave
support to another international uprising
movement, Surrealism, confirming his per-
manent confidence in art as a social activity
but without political involvement.

In cosmopolitan Prague, the cultural at-
mosphere was favourable for new events:
there were plenty of exhibitions, collections
(for example the famous Vincenc Kramar's
early Cubist collection with works of Picasso,
Braque and other French painters), in addi-
tion to emerging local new art movements
such as Czech Symbolism, Cubo-Ex-
pressionism based on local Baroque experi-
ences with Otto Gutfreund, Bohumil Kubista
or Antonin Prochazka, followed by specific
Czech Cubism in art, design and architec-
ture. The entire Prague cultural scene, where
Franz Kafka lived, Roman Jacobsen worked
as a distinguished linguist, Albert Einstein
lectured, many prominent European artists
visited and White Russians stayed after the
October revolution, contributed to the intel-
lectual environment and creativity of the
19205.

Umélecky Svaz Devétsil [Art Union Nine
Powers], the art group and avant-garde
movement, founded in 1920 in Prague and in
1923 in Brno, had a loose program in the ear-
ly period, combining different ideas and aes-
thetic platforms, first of all willing to mobi-
lize the post-war energy and creative poten-
tials of young artists. The first phase was
close to Expressionism, combined with Mag-
ic Realism and Primitivism or Primordialism.
This early Czech modernism was immediate-
ly represented in the review Zenit, Zagreb,
nos. 6, 7, 8, 9, and 10, 1921. (See Fig. 2. on
Plate I.) The leading theoretical figure Karel
Teige, who in a way had a similar role as La-
jos Kassak in Hungary, was at the same time
an eminent writer, poet and radical plastic
artist. He advocated clear proletarian posi-
tions, especially after his visit to the Soviet
Union in 1925. For him, art should be con-



THE ROLE OF CENTRAL EUROPEAN AVANT-GARDE REVIEWS IN THE 1920S n

nected to social life and in that respect all
the limitations should be abolished through
new forms of creativity. Therefore, he sup-
ported new experiments in art, such as the
technique of photo-collages where film pro-
cedures of cutting and interpolation were
practiced, or new typography, as well as real
objects from everyday life introduced into
the exhibitions, both in photos or as “ready-
mades”. Teige created his picture — poems as
the basis of Czech Poetismus, which was
“not one more ism, but the necessary com-
plement of Constructivism” — according to
his statements. Poetismus was gradually
moving towards Surrealism, both in litera-
ture and in plastic and visual arts, and
Devetsil was its full supporter.

Devetsil members published a series of
publications: the regular monthly review
ReD [Review of Deveétsill, Disk, Pasmo
[Zone], Stavba [Construction], and also im-
portant almanacs in 1922 — Revolucni sbornik
Devetsil [Revolutionary Collective volume
Devétsil] and Zivot [Life] | & Il with a great
number of international contributions (among
others — Yvan Goll, llya Ehrenburg, Jeanneret
& Ozenfant, Mici¢ etc.). Beside the charis-
matic Teige, very active were painters Jindfrch
Styrsky and Toyen (Marie Cerminova). Al-
ready living in Paris for years, they were
close to leading Dadaist and Surrealist circles
around Breton, Arp, Dali, Max Ernst, Mas-
son, Miro, Paalen, Tanguy, Giacometti, De
Chirico etc. Therefore, it was not surprising
that Surrealism would be present early in
major Czech avant-garde reviews.

Great contribution was given by Czech
poets and writers, such as Jaroslav Seifert,
Vladislav Vancura, Adolf Hoffmeister, Jaro-
slav Rossler, Bedrfich Vaclavek, Konstantin
Biebl, Vitézslav Nezval or Jifi Voskovec,
leader of OsvoboZdene [Liberated] Theater,
who put on stage progressive plays by Alfred
Jarry, Apollinaire, Breton and Cocteau.

Important activity was realized by the Ar-
chitects’ club with participation of many lo-
cal members and also with contributions by
Pieter Oud, Walter Gropius, Le Corbusier,

Adolf Loos, Theo van Doesburg and many
other prominent architects. Czech Function-
alism immediately attained special recogni-
tion worldwide.

Among the most attractive Devétsil activi-
ties were exhibitions and anti-exhibitions,
which were reflections of the Berlin Dada
Fair. After the first, Jarni vystava [Spring ex-
hibition] in 1922, the following exhibition,
Rudolphinum first in Prague and then in Brno
in 1923-24, was much more radical: called
the Bazaar of Modern Art, this exhibition ex-
panded the notion of exhibits. It included
stage design and architectural projects, re-
productions exposed close to the original
works, special combinations of pictures &
poems, photomontages, fashion design, in-
stallations, such as mirrors instead of por-
traits, or window dummies instead of sculp-
tures...

The next show organized by the Review
was held in 1926 when Constructivism and
Poetismus dominated. The exhibits promot-
ed machine production, modern technology
and the technical world. The “electric centu-
ry” glorified telephone, radio, airplanes, rail-
roads, ships and cars. The new order was es-
tablished — emotions were governed by
mathematical laws, not by individual expres-
sions in art. In a way, this preceded the ideas
of L’Esprit Nouveau. Teige declared that no
more pictures in frames are needed, originals
will disappear, and instead reproductions
and prints will dominate.

Deveétsil was quickly acknowledged abroad
and became also an important part of the lo-
cal scene, which was not the case with many
other reviews of that period in other cultural
milieus.

Another distinct periodical Fronta ap-
peared in 1927 in Brno under the slogan “an
international journal for current activity”. Its
editors Frantisek Halas, Zdenek Rd&ssman
and Bedfich Vaclavek summarized the actual
state of art and culture, with another social-
ist idea. According to them: "The new art in
life is to create new people who will create a
new society”. Little by little — all those utopi-
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as will sink in deep seas of different aspira-
tions and ambitions, and not only in Czecho-
slovakia...

Since Poland also obtained its independ-
ence and unification in 1918, a new strategy
for rediscovery of national identity was de-
veloped, with new ideological expressions,
but without Dadaist sarcasm or irony, like in
many other countries. They had some typical
local issues. It was believed that folk ele-
ments may offer truly national, unique, ar-
chetypal and eternally modern and original
spirit. In that respect a group of Formists put
its roots of modernism in Poland. Supported
by the great Polish and European writer
Stanislaw Ignacy Witkiewicz — Witkacy, Form-
ists represented a variant of Polish Cubism,
with some Futurist and folk elements. They
stated that the aim of painting is not to re-
produce the real world, but to construct an
unbreakable whole from various planes. This
was the path towards Constructivism.

In May 1923 visual artists organized an
exhibition with a very special installation in a
special place —the luxury car show room, in a
way similar to the Czech Bazaar: postcards
replaced traditional painted landscapes, pe-
riodicals and books on modern art were dis-
played together with works of art. This exhi-
bition stimulated the foundation of an art
group called Blok — Group of Cubists, Con-
structivists, and Suprematists (1924—26).
They were editing the homonym review Blok
in Warsaw, also active in Vilnius. (See Fig. 3.
on Plate |.) Here again the general concept
had a strong social commitment, reflected in
theoretical writings and pragmatic art works.
The most prominent representatives were
Henrik Berlewi, Mieczystav Szczuka, Teresa
Zarnower (Zarnoweréwna), Wiadystaw Strze-
minski and Katarzyna Kobro. In the Blok
Manifesto “What is Constructivism?” we rec-
ognize the closeness to the concept of Alex-
ander Rodcenko’s Lef (Left Front of the
Arts), especially when questions about the
relationship between art and social revolu-
tion are raised. The same goes for utilitarian-
ism and industrial production in service of

social change. Mechanical objects were re-
produced, and use of new materials stimu-
lated (iron, glass, cement). Consequently —
new forms were expected. Szczuka and Zar-
nower, on the other hand, attended Vhute-
mas (Vysshiye Khudozhestvenno-Tekhnicheskiye
Masterskiye [Higher Art and Technical Studi-
os]) and accepted positions of El Lissitzky
and Naum Gabo.

Wiadystaw Strzeminski, artist, critic, the-
orist, teacher and organizer of cultural life in
Lodz, the author of the most radical concept
in Polish avant-garde Unism, had a distin-
guished international career: as a Belarusian,
he was one the most prominent Polish
avant-gardists, who also contributed to the
organization of the first avant-garde art ex-
hibition in Vilnius (in Poland, at that time),
together with his wife Katarzyna Kobro, a
prominent Polish sculptor of Russian, Latvi-
an and German origin. Their theory of Unism
was influenced first by Moscow INHUK (/nsti-
tut Hudozestvenoi kulturi | Institute of Art
Culture), but soon their theoretical approach
has changed: they announced the idea of a
complete unity of various elements in the
artwork. Strzeminski’ s paintings found the
inspiration in Unistic musical compositions
by the Polish composer Zygmunt Krauze and
he also created his architectonics — composi-
tions in space —and was interested in making
new typography. His revolutionary book The
Theory of Vision speaks in a different way
about Constructivism and its social purpose.
Strzeminski stood for the idea that art should
be autonomous and artists should have "“la-
boratory conditions” in artistic experimenta-
tion. In that respect, for him, Productivism
had a pejorative meaning.

The successors of Blok — the group Prae-
sens (1926—29) and later a.r. (1929-36) were
transferred to todz where the first Museum
of Modern (e.g. Avant-garde) Art was creat-
ed in one textile factory thanks to the artists
Szczuka, Strzeminski, Kobro, Henryk Stazew-
ski, and poets Julian Przybos and Jan Brzekow-
ski. It remains until now one of the most im-
portant museums for avant-garde art.
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todz was also home of the influential
Jung Idysz group and its publications that
were introducing various Expressionist feel-
ings, referring to Mark Chagall: Jankiel Adler,
Marek Szwarc, Henryk Barciski, Ida Brauner,
Neuman were its promoters. El Lissitzky, on
his way from Vitebsk to Berlin, spoke in their
club about international Constructivism. He
also went to Warsaw.

The Cracow based review Zwrotnica [Rail-
way Switch] was ideologically also on the
left, launching new forms and media, thanks
to the editor and poet Tadeusz Peiper who
was an active and successful mediator: he in-
troduced Polish avant-garde artists to the in-
ternational scene, and among others also in-
troduced Malevi¢ to Gropius and Moholy-
Nagy. In his review, he also supported
Kazimierz Podsadecki, prominent construc-
tivist and abstract painter, who made photo-
montages and experimental films.

Contimporanul [The Contemporary] was
an avant-garde political, satirical and art
weekly journal, with plenty of fresh news and
up-to-date comments, published in Bucha-
rest since 1922. (See Fig. 4. on Plate 1) It claimed
to continue the tradition of the homonym
former newspaper from lasi, which was
sponsored by Socialist societies in the 1880s.
There was a new series from 1946 on, with a
slightly changed name (Contemporanul)
which continues to be published until today,
but obviously without avant-garde connota-
tions.

This political orientation of the review al-
ready changed in 1923, but the review re-
mained committed to serious social issues,
attacking anti-Semitism or bourgeois men-
tality. It was oriented more and more to-
wards cultural and artistic subjects, treating
Cubism, Futurism, Constructivism, and Sur-
realism (one entire issue was dedicated to it)
and thus became the meeting place of jour-
nalists, editors, writers, artists and archi-
tects. The two major personalities responsi-
ble for Contimporanul avant-garde begin-
nings were Marcel Janco and lon Vinea. Jan-
co was once a prominent Dadaist, one of the

organizers of the Zurich Cabaret Voltaire,
although the Romanian review did not sup-
port Dadaism nor Tristan Tzara’s changed views
regarding this movement. lon Vinea was a
fervent opponent of the ruling National Lib-
eral Party and he was openly against art imi-
tating nature; therefore he was struggling to
find new forms and consequently a new real-
ity. The review established international col-
laboration with numerous reviews all over
Europe.

Radical, abstract Constructivism was not
often present on the pages of this review be-
cause more attention was given to the syn-
thesis called “integralism” of Cubism, Futur-
ism and some forms of mild Constructivism.
Little by little, the direction towards Roma-
nian Surrealism prevailed due to the imagi-
native works with subconscious messages by
leading Romanian painters Viktor Brauner,
Jacques Herold and Jules Perahim (aka lulius
Blumenfeld).

Contimporanul paid particular attention to
modern architecture, probably thanks to
Marcel Janco’s revolutionary vision of urban
planning nourished with some expressionist
ideas of Cubist dynamism in construction. As
a real Renaissance man, Janco made projects
for various innovative constructions in the
city center, and was recognized for his sculp-
tures and reliefs with slight reminiscence to
Constructivism, for his paintings, prints, illus-
trations, furniture and stage design; he also
wrote essays on art, film and theater, argu-
ing that “Constructivism is the left extreme
of Cubism”.

The third important collaborator and edi-
tor of Contimporanul was the painter Maxim
Max Herman Maxy, responsible for the or-
ganization of the International Exhibition of
this review in December 1924 in Sala Sin-
dicatului Artelor Frumoase (Exhibition Hall of
the Plastic Artists Trade Union). He was as-
sisted by Marcel Janco in organizing this huge
show. The most impressive was the section
of Romanian artists who sent their works
from various parts of Europe: from Paris,
Berlin, Rome, Zurich; among others, there
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were exhibits by Arthur Segal, one of the
founders of Novembergruppe, Tristan Tzara's
portraits, Maxy’s and Janco’s constructions,
Viktor Brauner’s Surrealist and Janos Mattis-
Teutsch’s abstract paintings, four important
sculptures by Konstantin Brancusi (Melle Pogany,
Kiss, Maiastra and Child’s Head and a photo
from his Paris studio), as well as several works
of his student Milita Petrascu.

Beside works of modern art, the show had
an eclectic agenda — it included Dida Solom’s
puppets, East Asian idols, Ceylonese masks,
applied art objects, architectural drawings,
abstract designs, and Viking Eggeling’s films,
alongside the works by Arp, Klee, Richter,
Lajos Kassak, Kurt Schwitters and others
(such as, for example, the Zenitist Jo Klek).
The double issue (nos. 50-51) of the review
Contimporanul served as a catalogue of the
exhibition, as was the case of the Zenit exhi-
bition in April 1924.

The inauguration of the Contimporanul
show was in a Dada mood: with "Negro jazz"
musicians as “modernist ritual”, drumrolls,
sirens, inaugural speeches in darkness with
candles. “It was chaos”, visitors remem-
bered. There were no commercial issues, but
many articles about this event remained.

Even earlier, while they were still in high
school, Tristan Tzara, Marcel Janco and lon
Vinea edited the magazine Simbolul [The
Symbol] Also in early 1920s, a group of
young revolutionaries in Yambol, Bulgaria,
who opposed the mainstream cultural and
social environment published a small review
entitled Crescendo (1922), which published
articles and reproductions by progressive
Bulgarian artists and also included works by
Celine Arnault, Ozenfant and Jeanneret, Teo
van Doesburg, Tristan Tzara, llya Ehrenburg,
Filippo Tommaso Marinetti, Benjamin Péret,
Kurt Schwitters, Alexandre Tairov, etc. (See
Fig. 5. on Plate Il.) This activity was possible
thanks to the European contacts of the ma-
jor figure in Bulgarian modernism, Geo Mi-
lev, a poet, writer, journalist, translator, and
editor of several reviews (Vezni/Scales,
Plamk/Flame etc.). He fell victim to Cankov’s

dictatorship because of his famous poem
Septemvri (September, 1924), which railed
against the military coup d’état in June 1923.

There were several other Romanian avant-
garde magazines with different concepts
and positions: Unu (editor Sasa Pana) was a
leftist periodical, making a transition from
Romanian avant-garde to Surrealism; Urmuz
(editor Demetrescu-Buzau) was the prede-
cessor of absurdity in literature and new lan-
guage; Integral (edited by llarie Voronca)
preferred Futurist ideas; 75 HP was nominal-
ly anti-Contimporanul and pro-Dada; Punct
(editor was the socialist Scarlat Callimachi).
This Dadaist-Constructivist journal also culti-
vated abstract lyricism.

In the newly founded Kingdom of Serbs,
Croats and Slovenes (in December 1918),
Zagreb played a particularly important role
in connecting with Western centers and con-
tributing to the quick modernization of life.
Therefore, it was not surprising that it was
there that Zenit (Zenith), the international
magazine for new art and culture appeared
in February 1921. Zenit published manifestos
declaring antimilitarism and brotherhood
among nations; it was open to the interna-
tional avant-garde scene (this character of
the review was ensured by the French-
German writer Yvan Goll who was co-editor
of Zenit in 1921-22, nos. 8-13). A great num-
ber of contributions came from almost all
parts of the world, seeking absolute free-
dom, with an emphasis on liberated lan-
guage and poetry (words in freedom, words in
space), accepting all innovative, progressive
ideas, forms of expression and stylistic dif-
ferences.

In that respect, the founder and editor of
the review Zenit, Ljubomir Mici¢, in the be-
ginning supported the international Expres-
sionist mood with works by Egon Schiele,
Vilko Gecan, Jovan Bijeli¢, Mihailo S. Petrov
etc. (See Fig. 6. on Plate II.) Soon the Italian
Futurist enthusiasm for dynamic movements
and technological novelties also appears in
Zenit with works by F.T. Marinetti, Buzzi,
Depero, Azari. Nikola Tesla was celebrated
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as a genius-inventor. Simultaneously present
was the Dadaist revolt, with its claim for the
abolishment of traditional culture, old forms
of expression and freedom for interpreting
reality (Dragan Aleksi¢, Branko Ve Poliansky,
and Hungarian Dadaists from Voivodina).
Zenit also included French Cubist Orphism
and its research into formal structures and
colors, materials and relations to music
(Robert Delaunay, Serge Charchoune, Alex-
ander Archipenko). Particularly successful was
the collaboration with the Russian avant-
garde from Berlin — the direct connections
with Lazar El Lissitzky and llya Ehrenburg
who edited the special Russian issue of Zenit,
no. 17-18, October—-November 1922) dedi-
cated entirely to new Russian literature,
plastic arts, theater, music etc. Zenit also
supported early manifestations of Surrealism
(around Paul Dermée and Max Jacob), and
finally social commitment in culture (dissem-
ination of statements from De Stijl, Bauhaus
and Purism).

The Zenitist idiosyncrasy culminated with
the slogan Balkanisation of Europe by means
of a metaphoric figure Barbarogenius — com-
ing from innocent, wild areas of the Balkans
and ready to recover old, tired and degener-
ated Europe - responsible for the unprece-
dented tragedies and traumas of World War
l. In that respect, Mici¢'s book AntiEurope
shows a fundamental anti-European state of
mind.

Two year later, in 1923, Micic¢ had to move
from Zagreb to Belgrade because of his radi-
cal and severe criticism of Croatia’s petit-
bourgeois in culture and politics. But Belgrade
was also not ready to accept his isolated be-
havior, sharp judgments and suspicious ideas
published in Zenit and related to the Bolshe-
vik Soviet Union. For various reasons, being
subversive, critical, and autonomous, Micic
was put on trial and the police banned Zenit
editions on several occasions. Finally, be-
cause of the article Zenitism through the
Prism of Marxism, signed by a certain “"Dr. M.
Rasinov”, obviously a fictional character
(Zenit, no. 43, 1926), Mici¢ was accused of

organizing a Bolshevik Communist Revolu-
tion and coup d’état. This turned out to be
the last issue of Zenit. Micic escaped to Paris
and was back in Belgrade only ten years lat-
er, in 1937. His heroic years were almost for-
gotten and they remained so until his death
in 1971.

To quote one example of the international
position of Zenit in the 1920s: Ljubomir
Mici¢'s program text “Zenitosophy or the
Creative energy of Zenitism” (originally pub-
lished in Zenit, nos. 26—33, 1924) was trans-
lated and printed in Der Sturm and Blok (Sep-
tember 1924), in 7Arts (March &April 1925),
Het Overzicht (1925), and according to Micic
in several other reviews (with no data).

One of the most important activities dur-
ing the existence of the review Zenit was the
First (and only) International Zenit Exhibition
of New Art, inaugurated in one music school
in Belgrade in April 1924. The best example
of plastic ideas that Zenit disseminated was
the work by Josip Seissel, in Zenitism called
Jo Josif Klek. His system PaFaMa (Papier-
Farben-Material), abstract paintings and
temperas, his Dada and Constructivist col-
lages and photomontages, were published in
Zenit and exhibited in various shows as rep-
resentative of Zenit. The other works exhib-
ited and collected in the Zenit gallery first in
Zagreb and also in Belgrade, came from
eleven European countries and the United
States, including Vassily Kandinsky, Alexan-
der Archipenko, Robert Delaunay, Laszlé
Moholy-Nagy, Lajos Tihanyi, El Lissitzky,
Jozef Peeters, Albert Carel Willink, Albert
Gleizes, Louis Lozowick, Serge Charchoune,
Helen Grinhoff...and several Yugoslav art-
ists (Mihailo S. Petrov, Jovan Bijeli¢, Vilko
Gecan, Vjera Biller...). The stylistic variety of
exhibits in this show was the deliberate indi-
cator of pluralism that the review Zenit de-
clared.

In Zagreb, in 1922, Dragan Aleksic, close
associate of Micic¢'s, published his small but
important reviews Dada Tank and Dada Jazz,
trying to formulate Yugo-dada, following his
interest in Dadaism awaken in Prague where
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he stayed with Mici¢’s brother, Branko Ve
Poliansky (aka Branko Mici¢; called also Va-
lerij Poljanski), a Zenitist poet, writer, editor
and later painter. The answer came from Po-
liansky who immediately published his re-
view Dada- Jok and Dada Express pam-
phlets/papers — defending Zenitist positions
with Dadaist tools: criticism, sarcasm, irony,
photomontages, new typography etc. Poli-
ansky was also the editor of the proto-
Zenitist reviews, published in Ljubljana in
1921/22 — Svetokret (Turning World) and Ki-
nofon — the first review on cinema predicting
the arrival of sound film. (See Fig. 7. on Plate II.)
An anarchist poet Anton Podbevsek, au-
thor of the book Clovek s bombami (Man with
the Bombs, 1925) published in Ljubljana, was
the only editor of the review Rdeci pilot (Red
Pilot, 1922) and its Proletcult program. He in-
spired young generations with “cosmic anar-
chism” — ideas coming from Nietzsche,
Whitman and social criticism. Some information
and ideas also came from Mici¢ and his re-
view Zenit, as was the case with August Cer-
nigoj, a Bauhaus student, identified with
Slovenian Constructivism, published in Der
Strum in 1928. Cernigoj's exhibition in
Ljubljana in 1925 was considered politically
dangerous, and for that reason he had to
leave the country. Back in Ljubljana from
Trieste, together with Ferdo Delak he pub-
lished three issues of the review Tank (1927)
where basic Constructivism was amalgamat-
ed with Zenitist vocabulary, traces of Futur-
ism, Proletarian theater of Enrico Prampolini
and Erwin Piscator — freed from traditional
literature narrative. (See Fig. 8. on Plate Il.)
Another Slovenian poet and Marxist, Srecko
Kosovel, leader of the avant-garde review
Mladina [The Youth] represents a clear ex-
ample of Constructivism in poetry, the so-
called “velvet modernism” leading towards
later proletarian social radicalism. He prac-
ticed constructions of poetic motives - mon-
tage of fragments, a kind of visual poetry
avant-la-lettre in his collection of Integrali
[Integrals]. Kosovel died very young, in 1926,

and his work remained almost unknown until
it was revalorized only in the late 1960s.

The geopolitical situation after World War
| affected greatly artists all over the world,
particularly in the territories of the newly
founded states. Among other things, the
Dusseldorf declaration in May 1922 pro-
claimed: “Art is a universal and real expres-
sion of creative energy, which can be used to
organize the progress of mankind.” This
stimulated the proliferation of collaboration
and an upsurge in new ideas in culture and
art, expressed in numerous reviews which
served as the mediators of communication
all over Europe and especially among Central
European countries. These reviews contrib-
uted to the transformation of traditional
forms of expression to modernist and avant-
garde models, with a belief in creating new
order and new societies. Obvious transfor-
mation occurred from various forms of Ex-
pressionism and Cubism, towards Dadaist
and Constructivist international language.
This was possible due to powerful personali-
ties like Kassak, Uitz, Moholy-Nagy, Teige,
Seiffert, Peiper, Strzeminski, Kobro, Janco,
Maxy, Milev, Mici¢, Poliansky, Cernigo;...

Some Central European reviews were
dominated by writers (Devétsil, Fronta, MA,
Zenit, Vezni, Crescendo, Zwrotnica), others by
plastic artists (Blok, Contimporanul), but all
disciplines were included and great atten-
tions was paid to interdisciplinary forms, to
layout, to new typography and to reproduc-
tions of art works. Photography — artistic and
from real life, posters, reportage, new media
(picture-poems, picto-poetra, picture-architecture,
PaFaMa, Bildarchitektur / Képarchitektura)
and advertising, as a new way of communi-
cation, were the organic part of all Central
European reviews of the 1920s. In various
ways music and particularly jazz was present
in those avant-garde reviews, as well as film
and radio, circus, architecture and applied or
decorative arts.

Some periodicals put an accent on pre-
modern values, national mythology and ar-
chetypal ethno-symbolic elements as eternal
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sources of creativity (Barbarogenius in Zenit;
preexisting ethnicities and folklore in Vezni;
Primordialism in Contimporanul, early Poet-
ismus in Formists).

Along with a theoretical approach, most
reviews organized practical events— confer-
ences, discussions, soirées, literary circle, and
huge, truly international exhibitions covering
multiple tendencies and artists’ works from
various countries (MA, Blok, Deveétsil, Zenit,
Contimporanul) in general public instead of
professional spaces, as the official art institu-
tions were bypassed. Some exhibitions had
great success (Bazaar of Modern art or Con-
timporanul show), others (like Zenit) — were
ignored or criticized.

Exhibits were not only art works but also
ready-made objects — the arte-facts of life;
new machine era and technology were in-
cluded, as they were glorified in articles and
poetry as well. Poetry spoke about everyday
modern life, social crises and workers' prob-
lems. The critical approach was supported by
the presence of Charlie Chaplin and a leftist
orientation throughout articles and images,
poems, collages, photomontages and films
with V. I. Lenin (Ma, Devétsil, ReD, Cernigoj,
Tank, Blok, Zenit). All the editors paid great
attention to the new, modern and attractive
graphic design of their reviews or journals,
often full of irony and criticism.

Although being predominantly a mascu-
line affair, Central European avant-garde re-
views show the signs of the coming era with
the new roles for women: we encounter
many women either as prominent female
artists (Katarzyna Kobro, Teresa Zarnower,
Toyen, Ida Brauner, Milita Petrescu, Mar-
garete Kubicka) or as companions and active
members of avant-garde societies, circles
and reviews (Neil Walden, Jolan Simon, Ljubov
Kozincova Ehrenburg, Lucia Moholy, Erzsé-
bet Kassak Ujvary, Anuska Mici¢ — Nina-Naj,
Mela Maxy, Lilia Milev). And we discover
some forgotten names and their works, van-
ished with the flow of history (Thea Cernigoj,
Vjera Biller, Helen Grinhoff /Elena Gringo-
va).

The contacts among the editors were in-
tense and constant: they exchanged letters,
opinions, ideas, materials for reviews and
magazines, for exhibitions and collections.

The destiny of each review was, as usual,
very distinct: some were banned; some sur-
vived difficult times and were transformed
according to new demands of new times.
Some faded away gradually from the scene
together with their founders and leaders.
Some have accomplished their historical ob-
jectives, some have just tried to. The story
goes on... but the traces of those heroic
times remarkably remain and always invite
new research and new interpretations.
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The Photogram as a Medium of Art and Education

AGNES EPERJESI

Abstract: The focus of this paper is the posi-
tion of photogram in the avantgarde tradi-
tion. | explore the subtle changes in the con-
ception of the photogram as a medium in
the course of the avantgarde, neo-avant-
garde and post-avantgarde using a lineage
of Hungarian artists. For all three phases the
photogram is more than just a tool to carry
out an artistic program; it stands for an ap-
proach to educational methodology as well.

It appears that in Moholy-Nagy’s na-
tive land the photogram is highly
popular as a teaching material, while
in the schools of our country it is
marginal. (Floris M. Neusiss)

The genre of the photogram has been a
hallmark of my whole career. | keep finding
research areas and topics of interest for
which | find the photogram to be the appro-
priate medium. There is also a good reason
for my nearly complete avoidance of the
camera in my works, so much so that my
overall relationship to photography can well
be characterized as cameraless. The “camer-
aless photograph” is a familiar term in con-
temporary international photo theory and
includes all techniques whereby a trace is left
on a photosensitive material without the use
of a camera. Beyond attributing an image-
making, representational capacity to pho-
tography, | find it important to consider its
more abstract, philosophical roles. | also try
to understand why the photogram engages
my attention, since the technique has been
exhaustively covered in theory and is rather
limited in its visual possibilities. The photo-
gram has a strong tradition in Hungary: it is
firmly embedded in the traditions of modern-

ism and the avantgarde. Yet, this medium
means something else, something more to
me: the photogram gives me a comprehen-
sive and attractive option of all the medial
components and senses that repel me in
camera use. Being based on my own artistic
and human experience, this may not match
the experience of other artists or scholars.

| try to reposition the medium of the pho-
togram by including considerations previ-
ously neglected in relevant scholarly work.
Rather than merely supplementing modern-
ist and (neo)avantgarde considerations, | try
to elucidate what may (partly) account for
this lack of emphasis. | need this reposition-
ing, because | consider the photogram to be
not only an autonomous medium, but a par-
adigmatic one, which goes beyond the mean-
ing and significance of the cameraless. It makes
the general category of cameraless photog-
raphy more precise and, at the same time, it
pushes against its own constraints to open
up important possibilities. When | refer to
photograms, | mean less a technique, visual art
procedure, or visual world. For me, the photo-
gram has the paradigmatic significance of di-
rect imprinting, similarly to the imprint of
paint-coated bodies on a plane or to three-
dimensional casting in sculpture. (See Fig. 1.
on Plate Ill.) Although these are nearly time-
less techniques, their “success” always depends
on how well the artist manages to determine
the parameters of the imprinting conditions
in @ way that suits the given society.

There was a renewed interest in cameraless
photography after the First World War. The
War was sometimes considered ‘the war to
end all wars’, and it led to the utopian prom-
ise of modern industrial progress.
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Laszlo6 Moholy-Nagy considered light as
the primary medium of art as opposed to
painting and pigment. He saw light as the in-
strument of the future and believed that the
man of the future had to develop an intimate
relationship with it, in order to be able to
meet the challenges of the 20" century. In
his view, light was as basic a material for
photography as sound was for music. For
him photography was one of the ways to
shape light in a creative way, and he consid-
ered the photogram-experiments as the first
and most important stage along the path
towards photography. As he pointed out:

The photogramme, or camera-less rec-
ord of forms produced by light, which
embodies the unique nature of the
photographic process, is the real key to
photography. It allows us to capture
the patterned interplay of light on a
sheet of sensitised paper without re-
course to any apparatus. The photo-
gramme opens up perspectives of a
hitherto wholly unknown morphosis
governed by optical laws peculiar to it-
self. It is the most completely demate-
rialised medium which the new vision
commands.”

According to Moholy-Nagy, the photo-
gram provides the key to acquiring abstract
seeing. For him, abstraction was essential, as
opposed to representation, and the photo-
gram was the medium with an abstract ca-
pacity to shape light. It provided empirical
visual data for a deeper understanding of
light and space values. He created many of
his photograms with the Light-Space-Modulator,
which was a kinetic sculpture for generating
light and motion effects. (See Fig. 2. on Plate
IV.)

Moholy-Nagy used the term ‘photogram’

instead of ‘shadowgraph’. He renamed

* Laszld MoHoLY-NAGY, Telehor, 2 Vols. (Zurich:
Lars Muller Publishers, 2011), 35.

it because he thought it was a better
name: 'l used or tried to use not alone
shadows of solid and transparent and
translucent objects but really light ef-
fects themselves.”

Moholy-Nagy made the photogram part of
the introductory courses he held at the Bau-
haus. He was also the most outspoken advo-
cate of the integrated teaching of photog-
raphy. However, Hannes Meyer, the new di-
rector after Walter Gropius, invited the pho-
tographer Walter Peterhans to teach pho-
tography as an independent, self-standing
course at Bauhaus.

This was the first time when the funda-
mental difference between the two ap-
proaches to photography became clearly
manifest, and not without conflicts. Gropius
and Moholy-Nagy both left the Bauhaus in
1928. In one view, that of the Bauhaus's new
leaders, professional skills are indispensable
for photography, it is a trade which has tricks
and rules that can be taught. According to
the other approach, here represented by
Moholy-Nagy, imposing professional rules
impairs creative thinking. As he wrote:

The enemy of photography is the con-
vention, the fixed rules of the ,how-to-
do”. The salvation of photography
comes from the experiment. The ex-
perimenter has no preconceived idea
about photography. He does not be-
lieve that photography is only as it is
known today, the exact repetition and
rendering of the customary vision. He
does not think that photographic mis-
takes should be avoided since they are
usually “mistakes” only from the rou-
tine angle of the historic development.
He dares to call “photography” all the
results which can be achieved with

* Louis KAPLAN, Ldszlé Moholy-Nagy: Biogra-
phical Writings (Durham — London: Duke
University Press, 1995), 48.
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photographic means with camera or
without.?

3-

With the intention to pass on tradition, clas-
sify and identify laws and regularities, Dora
Maurer, a highly influential artist-teacher in
the past several decades, used the photo-
gram in the spirit of Moholy-Nagy. Her book
titled Fényelvtan [On the Principles of Light]
is the only detailed and comprehensive work
on the subject in Hungarian. (See Fig. 3. on
Plate 1V.) Here she proposes the following
definition:

The photogram is an image produced
without the mediation of a camera and
photonegative, using solely light, pho-
tosensitive materials, and chemicals
that develop the changes in those ma-
terial, recording mostly the shadows of
objects.”

An essential difference between her photo-
gram definition and Moholy-Nagy’s is that
she calls the shapes appearing on the photo-
sensitive surface ‘shadows’. In other words,
Maurer adopts a different approach to ab-
straction, a characteristic feature of the pho-
togram. It is not only in Maurer’s view of the
photogram that the shadow has more signif-
icance than in Moholy-Nagy’s theory, but al-
so in her visual education program.

Drawing shadows was an important part
of the workshops she held in a cultural cen-
tre in 1975 and ‘76 — together with Miklods Er-
dély, who was the most important figure in
the neo-avantgarde scene in Hungary. In the
beginning, Maurer would have preferred to
leave drawing out of the programme alto-

3 Laszlé MoHoLY-NAGY, Vision in Motion (Mil-
waukee: Wisconsin Cuneo Press, 1947), 197.
* MAURER Dora, Fényelvtan [On the Principles
of Light] (Budapest: Magyar Fotografiai Mu-
zeum — Balassi Kiado, 2001), 7.

gether, as it was related strongly to the tra-
dition of representation. For Maurer, it was a
new experience that drawing, instead of be-
ing a form of representation, functioned as a
diagram of interactions, leading back to ab-
stract thinking. The drawing exercises pri-
marily had a psychological / performative
function. The focus was not on recording a
view but in living a situation. Maurer began
to use the photogram only at a later stage in
her teaching practice. In 1981, she held an
experimental course at the Museum of Fine
Arts in Budapest that focused on experi-
mental photography and film. (See Fig. 4. on
Plate V.) It started with drawing shadows, a
preliminary exercise in preparation to making
photograms.

A photogram is a diagram of making im-
ages. As Maurer says:

Photo-graphy (light imaging) broken
down to its constituting parts totally
revaluates traditional image making
because every image documents its
own birth at the same time. [...] The
image is no other than an authentic
print of the process, and as such, it
serves cognition.”

In Maurer’s view, there is a straight line lead-
ing from the photogram and the creative use
of the materials of the photogram to the
methods of leaving marks in graphics. Ac-
cording to her the photogram can be regard-
ed as the ancient formula of representation:
the shadow and the trace of presence, these
two are the origins of the image. She also
declares that the differences between the fi-
ne artistic and photographic thinking can be
grasped in the photogram.

Professional photographers do not re-
gard making photograms as a serious
task. Meanwhile, artists, who are used
to the freedom of shaping and form-

> |bid. 219.
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ing, hold the photogram in respect be-
cause it does not depict what is visible
to the eye.’

Despite all that, Maurer did not make many
photograms. In fact, she made only two ma-
jor series, Floodgates in 1977-78 (See Fig. s.
on Plate V.); and Blind Touching in 1984.
(See Fig. 6. on Plate VI.) Meanwhile she regu-
larly used this medium in her teaching. Apart
from historical examples, most of the images
in her book are the works of students.

In 1987, Maurer taught an experimental
seminar on the photogram at the Hungarian
University of Arts and Design. | participated
in that seminar as one of the five students at
the Photography Department of the Univer-
sity. The method she proposed was not to
force us to achieve artworks. Instead, she
suggested that we try to be modest and ex-
plore all the technical potentials of the pho-
togram. Not to strive to make art but to take
the opposite approach: “invest ourselves in
making something, and as we do so, some-
thing that is perhaps art may also come
out.”” The method proved effective. The
seminar provided materials for Maurer’s
book titled Fényelvtan.

4.

In the avantgarde and eo-avantgarde the
photogram was seen as a democratic in-
strument. It was simple to make, it did not
require either complicated equipment, or
professional skills. The basic photographic
tools were easy to access, lots of people had
photo laboratories in the bathroom at home,

® Ibid. 8.

7 MAURER Dédra és GAYOR Tibor, Maurer —
Gayor: Egy mUvészpar. Maurer Doraval és Gayor
Tiborral a Gyéri Vidrosi Mlvészeti Muzeumban
nyilt kidllitasuk alkalmadbol beszélget Kaszas
Gabor, Exindex, 23 Nov 2001,
http://exindex.hu/index.php?l=hu&page=3&i
d=205.

and amateur photo workshops were also
very popular. Compared to the technical skills
and knowledge required for photography,
the photogram was a means to achieve quick
and spectacular results for those who did not
possess those skills and knowledge. As a re-
sult, the photogram used to play a signifi-
cant role in artistic education and training.
The case today is different. The entire pro-
cess is becoming more and more expensive
and distant. The photogram is rather a “crea-
tive” technique than a handy tool. Though it
is an element in almost every course on pho-
tography, its function is about gaining some
darkroom experience. But the avant-garde
practice of making photograms exemplify a
unique stance where one can make an im-
print of light without any camera, or virtually
any instrument. This approach still can be
used effectively in teaching and was an es-
sential part of Moholy-Nagy’s and Maurer’s
educational practice. Following them I also
use this approach in my teaching practice. In
the last years, | held workshops for groups of
students at the Hungarian University of The-
atre and Film. The participants of the class
were to become actors and dramaturgs. The
courses focused on space, light and explored
how light and shadow can shape space val-
ues. In this sense, we went back to Moholy-
Nagy’s concepts. We made use of the fact
that the walls of the room were painted
black. The students were drawing shadows
on the black wall with white chalk that
evoked reverse light and shadow relations,
positive-negative states. A fundamental,
medial feature of the photogram is that it
treats the outcome’s negative tonal position
as final result, with all its subversive-connota-
tions and consequences. (See Fig. 7. on Plate
VI.) Thus the students in the course were ex-
periencing and experimenting with the visual
characteristics of the photogram — without
making photograms in effect.

Today, digital photography is a democrat-
ic medium accessible to anyone. Working in
a darkroom is more of a privilege for visual
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art students and photographers. Neverthe-
less, | still feel it appropriate to call the pho-
togram a democratic medium. The photo-
gram by nature does not obey the rules of
central perspective and single viewpoint, fol-
lowing from the medium’s practice and
technical conditions. It is a significant feature
of the photogram that the shadow of the
three-dimensional object placed on the pho-
toactive paper does not submit itself to the
constraining rules of central perspective, the
viewing from an external viewpoint. The de-
construction of the principle of the single
viewpoint metaphorically inspired several
theories over the past decades — but the
photogram is the only technical medium
that, by its immanent nature, possesses this
anti-hierarchical extra meaning.

I would also recommend distinguishing with-
in the photographic medium between cam-
era-based and cameraless images. In case
we consider photogram as an independent
medium within photography, photogram
might appear as a pendant of photography,
as a social metaphor.

As Geoffrey Batchen put it in his new book
about The Art of Cameraless Photography:

Many artists now see modernism as an
unfulfilled project and seek to reinvig-
orate its promise of a link between rad-
ical perspectives and social transfor-
mation. Their cameraless photographs
therefore look back in order to signify a
future that never was but still might be.®
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Fig. 2. Laszlé Moholy-Nagy, Light Space Modulator, 1930
and photograms created by using it

Fig. 3. Maurer, Dora, Fényelvtan [On the
Principles of Light]. MFM-Balassi, 2001.
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Laszlé Moholy-Nagy’s Photoplastics

and Homogeneous Photomontage

MAGDA DRAGU

Abstract: | trace the emergence and evolu-
tion of Laszldo Moholy-Nagy’s photoplastics
and their connection to the artist's movies
and movie scripts. By closely reading Mo-
holy-Nagy’s statements concerning the na-
ture of his photopastics, | show that their
homogeneity and their clarity of meaning is
derived from his similar experiments with film
montage. Moholy-Nagy’s experiments from
his film script Dynamic of the Metropolis (1925)
exhibit similar characteristics to Eisenstein’s
intellectual montage. In the evolution of
avant-garde photomontage during the sec-
ond decade of the past century, Moholy-
Nagy’s photoplastics are an important achieve-
ment in the transformation of heterogene-
ous photomontage, which consisted of ab-
rupt juxtaposition of the most disparate ele-
ments — a technique closely related to visual
collage —, into homogeneous photomontage
which is defined by the articulation of clear
meaning.

The emergence of photomontage around
the years 191920, in the works of Dada art-
ists (Raoul Hausmann, George Grosz and
Hannah Hoch) and the Russian constructiv-
ists Gustav Klutsis and Alexander Rodcheko,
was a crucial moment in the history of the
visual arts of the past century. Shortly after
the discovery of the new technique, Moholy-
Nagy started using photomontage and made
his first photomontages or photolastics, as
he called them, around 1924. Artists who in-
vented the technique, especially Hausmann
and Hoch, emphasized its innovative charac-
ter and claimed that it allowed them to cre-

ate a new type of artistic meaning by manip-
ulating photographs.”

In this article | distinguish between visual
collage and photomontage based on their
artistic meanings and the type of reference
they create, and not on the actual acts of
cutting and pasting which both techniques
employ.” Moholy-Nagy made Constructivist
collages in 1920-1922 and was familiar with
Schwitters’s collage technique® but his pho-

* Raoul HAUSMANN, Am Anfang war Dada, Hg.
Karl RIHA and Ginter KAMPF (Giessen: G.
Kampf, 1972); Hannah HOCH, “Erinnerungen
and Dada”, in Hannah Hoch 1889-1978: Ihr
Werk, Ihr Leben, Ihre Freunde, Hg. Elisabeth
MOORTGAT et al., 207—208 (Berlin: Argon, Die
Galerie, 1989).

* This is one of the claims | make in my PhD
thesis (Intermediality in the Early Avant-
Garde 1900-1930: Collage and Montage, dis-
sertation director Professor Jacob Emery) |
am currently finishing at Indiana U Bloom-
ington, so | explore this full argument in this
other text. For the purposes of this essay, it
is enough to specify that meaning formation
and the nature of the media used (papers,
newspaper for collages versus photography
for photomontages) is at the basis at my dis-
tinction between the techniques of visual
collage and photomontage, and by extension
montage. As a whole | relate collage with
principles of heterogeneity and photomon-
tage as homogeneity, both in terms of form
and meaning.

3 In a letter addressed to Ivan Hevesy from
April 5, 1920, Moholy-Nagy wrote about
Schwitters’s collages: “In the latest exhibi-
tion of the Sturm, a man called Kurt Schwit-
ters is exhibiting pictures made from news-



LASZLO MOHOLY-NAGY'S PHOTOPLASTICS m

toplastics are a response to Dada photomon-
tages. Moholy-Nagy distinguished his pho-
tomontages from Dada heterogeneous pho-
tomontages and intended to create in his
photoplastics “clarity”, “presentation of ide-
as”, and a form of reduced simultaneity.*
The word "“Photoplastik” Moholy-Nagy
chose for his photomontages suggests a rig-
orous organization of photographs in vertical
and horizontal spaces, similar to De Stijl pic-
tures. As Lucia Moholy-Nagy indicated, Mo-
holy-Nagy chose the German word “plastik,”
translated as “sculpture,” to refer to the plas-
ticism, or neoplasticism of De Stijl.> For Elea-
nor Hight this reference to De Stijl neoplasti-

paper articles, luggage labels, hairs and
hoops. What's the point? Are these painterly
problems? Aside from this, it is not even
new.” (Moholy-Nagy’s Letter to lvan Hevesy,
Berlin, 5 April 1920, in Moholy-Nagy, ed.
Krisztina PASSUTH, 388 [London: Thames and
Hudson, 1985.]) This letter proves that Mo-
holy-Nagy was familiar with the technique of
collage and he started using it in a couple of
years in his own collages, but instead of the
chaos of Schwitters’s Dada collages, Mo-
holy-Nagy opted instead for the Constructiv-
ist order and simplicity. For Moholy-Nagy’s
connections with the Constructivism of El
Lissitzky and Alexandr Rodchenko see Victor
MARGOLIN, The Struggle for Utopia: Rodchen-
ko, Lissitzky, Moholy-Nagy 1917-1946 (Chi-
cago-London: University of Chicago Press,
1997).

* Laszld MoHoLY-NAGY, “Fotographie ist Licht-
gestaltung”, Bauhaus 2 (1928): 2—-9. In Eng-
lish: “Photography is Manipulation of Light”,
trans. Frederic SAMSON, in Bauhaus Photog-
raphy, 126—129 (Cambridge, Mass.—London
England: MIT Press, 1985), 128. The page
numbering | am using for the quotes belongs
to the English version of Moholy-Nagy’s
1928 article.

> Lucia MoHOLY-NAGY, Marginalien zu Mo-
holy-Nagy: Moholy-Nagy, Marginal Notes
(Krefeld: Scherpe, 1972), 70.

cism translated into the “organizing of dif-
ferent parts into a synthetic image with an
independent meaning”.® Although Hight's
interpretation supports my own reading of
Moholy-Nagy’s photoplastics, i.e. the emer-
gence of a unique meaning, | would argue
that the emphasis on geometrical and repet-
itive spatial organization of form which char-
acterizes De Stijl pictures resurfaces in Mo-
holy-Nagy’s photoplastics. De Stijl pictures
were abstract and they couldn’t trigger the
same type of meaning as that of a photo-
plastic.

In my view, and relying on the artists’ own
interpretations of it, photomontage differs
from collages (including photocollages)
through its particular use of photographs. A
photomontage generates artistic meaning
by manipulating photographs. A photo-
graph, unlike a hand-made picture such as a
collage, is an indexic sign which is “transpar-
ent” and directly points to reality. The effect
of a photograph on the viewer is much
stronger than that of a drawn or a painted
scene of the same event, philosophers of the
analytical tradition, such as Kendal Walton
(1984), Gregory Currie (1999), Mikael Pet-
tersson (2011) and Dan Cavedon-Taylor
(2015) claimed in their theories of the photo-
graphic image.” According to Cavendon-Taylor,

® Eleanor HIGHT, Picturig Modernism: Moholy-
Nagy and Photography in Weimar Germany
(Cambridge, Mass. — London: The MIT Press,
1995), 150.

7 See Kendall WALTON, “Transparent Pic-
tures: On the Nature of Photographic Real-
ism”, Critical Inquiry 11 (1984): 246-277;
Gregory CURRIE, “Visible Traces: Documen-
tary and the Contents of Photographs”, Jour-
nal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism 57 (1999):
285—297; Mikael PETTERSSON, "“Depictive
Traces: On the Phenomenology of Photog-
raphy”, Journal of Aesthetics and Art Criticism
69 (2011): 185-196 and Dan CAVEDON-
TAYLOR, “Photographic Phenomenology as
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the viewer “endorses the contents of such
[photographic] experiences in a psychologi-
cally-immediate, non-inferential manner”.®
In other words, we “assent” to the content of
the photographic experience just as we as-
sent to real life perceptual experiences.®

A photomontage distinguishes itself from
collage, a hand-made picture, because it
constructs pictorial space around a photo-
graphic image which points to a concrete re-
ality. According to this definition | do not
view Moholy-Nagy’s 25 Bankrupcy Vultures
(25 Pleitegeiter 1922—1923, Fig. 1. on Plate
VIl.) as a photomontage or a photoplastic, as
Elizabeth Otto did in her 2009 article on Mo-
holy-Nagy’s photoplastics,™ because it con-
sists exclusively of cut and pasted papers and
does not contain any photographic images.
Photography and cinema share a “transpar-
ent” nature and Moholy-Nagy commented
on the indexical nature of cinema in Painting
Photography Film: “The camera as a tech-
nical instrument and the most important
productive factor in film-making copies the
object in the world around us in @ manner
that is “true to nature”.” In 1928 Moholy-
Nagy described the effects of the photo-
graphs contained in photoplastics along
similar lines: “"One has confidence in the ob-

Cognitive Phenomenology”, British Journal
of Aesthetics 55, No. 1 (2015): 71-89.

® CAVEDON-TAYLOR, “Photographic Phenom-
enology...”, 76.

% |bid. 78.

* Elizabeth OTTO, “A »Schooling of the
Senses«: Post-Dada Visual Experiments in
the Bauhaus Photomontages of Laszlé Mo-
holy-Nagy and Marianne Brandt”, New Ger-
man Critique 107 (2009): 89-131, 95. [Dada
and Photomontage across Borders.]

* Laszlé MoHoLY-NAGY, Malerei, Photographie,
Film, Bauhausbucher 8 (Munich: Albert Langen
Verlag, 1925). In English: Painting, Photog-
raphy, Film, trans. Janet SELIGMAN (Cambridge,
Mass: MIT Press, 1969), 34. The page num-
bering | use belongs to the English edition.

jectivity of photography of a type that does
not seem to permit the subjective interpreta-
tion of an event”.”

Critics and avant-garde artists alike have
agreed that there are two main stages in the
development of photomontage in the sec-
ond decade of the past century. The first
stage, associated with Dada photomontage
was described as heterogeneous, using “con-
tradictory structures”, highlighting an “in-
creased degree of simultaneity and unruli-
ness”.™ Although these Dada photomontage
exhibited “biting sarcasm”* in attacking the
political events of the day, their message
was not very clear. In this first type of heter-
ogeneous photomontage | identify the mani-
festation of the principles of collage which
imply heterogeneous forms. In the second
type of photomontage, which emerged
around 1926-1927 or even earlier, in 1925,
illustrated by “political and commercial
propaganda” meaning had to emerge with
clarity and thus earlier Dada photomontages
had to release their “playfulness” claimed
Hausmann in his influential article “Photo-
montage” from 1931.*°

Although artists and critics (mainly Ben-
jamin Buchloh) agreed that there were two
types of photomontage in the 1920s, there
are very few attempts at explaining what
triggered the transition from one type of
photomontage to the other. Buchloh, in his
analysis of Gerhard Richter's Atlas (1962),

** MoHOLY-NAGY, “Photography is Manipula-
tion of Light”, 128.

3 Raoul HAUSMANN, “Fotomontage”, a bis z
(Cologne), May (1931): 61-62. In English:
"Photomontage”, trans. Joel AGEE, in Pho-
tography in the Modern Era: European Docu-
ments and Critical Writings, 1913-1940, ed.
Christopher PHiLLIPS, 178-181 (New York:
The Metropolitan Museum of Art, 1989), 179.
** MOHOLY-NAGY, “Photography is Manipula-
tion of Light”.

> HAUSMANN, “Photomontage”, 178.

*® |bid. 179-180.
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claimed that the new perception of the pho-
tograph as “archive” around 1925 and New
Objectivity photography were responsible
for the shift towards homogeneous photo-
montage in the works of both Constructivist
artists, Gustav Klutzis, El Lissitzky, Alexan-
der Rodchenko as well as John Heartfield.” |
do not agree with his claim, mainly because
photomontage developed in parallel with
film montage and not photography. Photo-
montage emerged from visual collage whose
principles are also manifest in film montage.
Instead the emergence of homogeneous po-
litical photomontage in the visual works of
Rodchenko and Lissitzky after 1926-1927 is
related to Vertov's and Eisenstein’s film
montages, as | prove somewhere else.™®

As far as Moholy-Nagy’s homogeneous
photomontages or photoplastics are con-
cerned, | claim that they emerged under the
influence of his film experiments. Movement
and clear development of ideas which are
characteristic of film and film montage are
also suggested or expressed through Mo-
holy-Nagy’s homogenous photoplastics. Un-
like the Russian homogenous photomontag-
es, which are mainly political posters and ad-
vertisement panels, photoplastics could be
used for many artistic purposes claimed Mo-
holy-Nagy: “for the scenic intensification of
whole sequences in theatre and film, plays
and film scripts can be condensed into a sin-
gle picture. Another kind of use: the illustra-
tion of a concept or a feeling. As illustration
for propaganda, advertisements, posters, as
topical satire”.*

By closely analyzing the connections be-
tween Moholy-Nagy'’s photoplastics and mov-
ies, | will show that his homogeneous photo-
plastics emerged under the influence of his

7 Benjamin BUCHLOH, “Gerhard Richter’s
Atlas: The Anomic Archive”, October 88
(1999): 117-145.

*® My PhD dissertation. See note 3.

* MoHoLY-NAGY, “Photography is Manipula-
tion of Light”, 128.

movie experiments, especially those con-
tained in the film script Dynamic of the Me-
tropolis included in his volume Painting, Pho-
tography, Film (1925) which employs a form
of film montage anticipating Eisenstein’s in-
tellectual montage. Furthermore Moholy-Nagy's
definition of the photoplastics from his arti-
cle “"Photographie ist Lichtgestaltung” (Pho-
tography is Manipulation of Light) further
echoes Eisenstein’s montage. By 1928 when
Moholy-Nagy wrote “Photographie,” all Ei-
senstein’s movies using montage had been
released in Germany: Strike (1925), The Bat-
tleship Potemkin (1925) and October (1927),
so Eisenstein’s influence on Moholy-Nagy
cannot be excluded.

Within several years, Moholy-Nagy's ar-
tistic style rapidly evolved from figurative
painting to abstract Constructivist pictures.
During 1919—1920, Moholy-Nagy made his
first abstract Constructivist pictures, Perpe
(Fig. 2. on Plate VII.) and The Big Railroad Pic-
ture (Fig. 3. on Plate VII.). Around 1920-1921,
he made his first collages which outlined
constructivist principles, as well Red Cross
and White Balls (1921; Fig. 4. on Plate VII.)
and F in Field (1920; Fig. 5. on Plate VIII.). He
also made assemblages, such as h Construc-
tion (1921; Fig. 6. on Plate VII.) which, he
claimed in his late essay Abstract of an Artist,
allowed him to consider the effect of “light
falling on objects”.*® Around 1922 he started
working with photograms either under the di-
rect influence of Man Ray or of other photo-
grams he had seen.*

Moholy-Nagy's first photoplastics date
from the year 1924. In his 1925 volume Paint-
ing, Photography, Film he reproduced four of
his photoplastics: Circus and Variety Poster
(Fig. 7. on Plate VII.), Militarism (Fig. 8. on
Plate VII.), Pneumatik (Fig. 9. on Plate IX.),

?° L4szld MoHOLY-NAGY, “Abstract of an Art-
ist”, in Laszl6 MoHoOLY-NAGY, The New Vision
and Abstract of an Artist, 65—77 (New York:
George Wittenborn, Schultz, 1946), 72.

** HIGHT, Picturig Modernism..., 56—90.
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Leda and the Swan (Fig. 10. on Plate IX.) as
well as a photoplastic called “Boxing” (Fig.
11. on Plate IX.), included in the typophoto
Sketch for a Film: Dynamic of the Metropolis.

Despite the fact that the film Dynamic of
the Metropolis was never realized, the suc-
cession of the photographs contained in this
script suggests a form of montage between
the city and the animals which play an im-
portant part in the film; from the very begin-
ning the script opposes images of tall build-
ings and industrial machines with savage an-
imals, such as a lion, an angry lynx, while the
final scenes take place at the Zoo (Fig. 12—13.
on Plate X.). The city versus animal/zoo mon-
tage may suggest either opposition (nature
opposes technology) or analogy (new tech-
nological devices may be as savage as the
animals themselves and they may elicit the
same awe and admiration). Surprisingly, in
his first film Berlin Stilleben (1931-1932)**
there are no animals and the movie consists
exclusively of scenes showing architecture,
people on the streets, filmed from abrupt
constructivist angles. Just like in Vertov's
movie The Man with the Movie Camera
(1929), in Dynamic of the Metropolis there is a
section on sports and people’s entertainment
but less extended than in Vertov’s movie.

In Painting, Photography, Film (1925), Mo-
holy Nagy briefly commented on the nature
of photoplastics, and connected them to the
technique of the movies. He claimed that
photoplastics illustrate “simultaneous repre-
sentation,” “compressed interpenetration of
visual and verbal wit, weird combinations of
the most realistic, imitative means which

> Many of Moholy-Nagy’s movies became
available on DVD through the Moholy-Nagy
Foundation in 2008. See www.moholy-
nagy.org. For a review of these DVDs see Ol-
iver BOTAR, “Films by Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy”,
Journal of the Society of Architectural Histori-
ans 67, No. 3 (2008): 460-462.

n 23

pass into imaginary spheres”,* pointing thus
to art’s productive values, a central concept
to his artistic thinking. But they may also
“tell a story” (and become thus reproduc-
tive), illustrating thus the other concept cen-
tral to Moholy-Nagy’s artistic theories.**
Moholy-Nagy then pointed out that such in-
novative techniques were already used in
film practices and mentions cinematic tech-
niques such as “transillumination; one scene
carried into the other; superimposition of
different scenes”.*

In 1928 Moholy- Nagy defined the photo-
plastics as “organized apparition” with a
“well-defined meaning and a central idea,”
having “unity” (which may have various ef-
fects such as “amusing, moving, despairing
satirical”.”® They have “clear meaning” and
display “moderate simultaneity,” different
from Dada simultaneity overlapping too many
events. In a photoplastic, vision is accompa-
nied by ‘“intellectual association of ideas”
and the connections between ideas and im-
ages become “accessible in a moment if the
effect is to be achieved.” A photoplastic
“points to a given end, that of presentation
of ideas”.”” His definition of photoplastic
bears resemblances to Eisenstein’s film mon-
tage, because Moholy-Nagy claimed that the
meaning of the photoplastic resides only in
the whole and not in the separate units: “As
a result of this confidence and by the combi-

3 MoHOLY-NAGY, Painting, Photography, Film,
36.

%% For the terms productive-reproductive see
Moholy-Nagy’s article “Produktion-Repro-
duction”, De Stijl, 1922. For a critical inter-
pretation of the two concepts see Oliver I. A.
BOTAR, Sensing the Future: Moholy-Nagy,
Media and the Arts (Baden: Lars Miller Pub-
lishers, 2014), 41-58.

*> MoHoLY-NAGY, Painting, Photography, Film,
36.

¢ MoHOLY-NAGY, “Photography is Manipula-
tion of Light”, 128.

7 1bid.
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nation of photographic elements with lines
and other supplements, one obtains unex-
pected tensions which reach far beyond the
significance of the single parts”.”®

Moholy-Nagy’'s photoplastics relate to
movies in many other ways throughout his
career, going from explicit references and in-
termedial transpositions to the cinematic
organization of the photoplastics.

One of his earliest photoplastics directly
evokes the world of the movies. The Farewell
photoplastic (1924, Fig. 14. on Plate IX.) re-
lates to the “melodramatic farewell scenes
[...] seen in popular postcards and the mov-
ies of the 1920s”.?° But unlike the traditional
farewell scenes from postcards of the time
(Fig. 15. on Plate XI.),** Moholy-Nagy intro-
duced two abrupt diagonals, seen in the in-
tersecting bridge and the train, which sug-
gest the rhythm and the movement of the
filmic image. The raccourci diagonal is a typi-
cal element of Moholy-Nagy’s photoplastics
and he will use it to suggest temporality in
many of his photoplastics from this time.
The angle of vision is elevated, as if the film
camera records the scene from above. The
industrial landscape at the back as well as
the two dogs flanking the couple balance the
composition. The silhouettes of the man and
the woman come from different visual sources
and it is apparent that they do not form a
unity, the woman looks away while the man
looks down. Thus Moholy-Nagy subverts the
traditional image of the parting couple and
turns this early photoplastic into an experi-
ment with cinematic vision. The homogene-
ity Moholy-Nagy theorized in connection to
his photoplastics is apparent in this early
photomontage: it tells the obvious story of a

*® Ibid.

*9 Laszlo Moholy-Nagy (Malibu, California:
Paul Getty Museum, 1995), 14.

3 The postcard is reproduced from Irene-
Charlotte Lusk’s volume of Moholy-Nagy’s
photomontages, Montagen ins Blave (Fulda:
Anabas, 1980), 96.

departure, but at the same time it contains a
cinematic reference represented thematical-
ly (the farewell) as well as structurally (the
temporal diagonal).

Painting, Photography, Film contains sev-
eral film stills from the actual movies, such
as Zalamort (1924), Dr Mabuse (1922) or pho-
tos taken during the actual filming of the
movies, from behind the stage, such as a
photograph taken during from the filming of
The Marriage Circle (1924) and a photograph
Gloria Swanson taken for the advertisement
of her movie Zaza (1923). By placing the
photoplastics in a photo book made of pho-
tographs and film reels as well as containing
a film script, Moholy-Nagy implicitly com-
mented on the nature of the photoplastics,
placed at the intersection between photog-
raphy and film. The photograms complete
the picture, engaging with the technical na-
ture of vision. The volume Painting, Photog-
raphy, Film constantly opposes static and
moving images by reproducing film stills and
film reels; movement is triggered by the spa-
tial repetition of the static image, a principle
Moholy-Nagy later used in the photomon-
tage he created for the prospectus of the
1929 Film and Foto exhibition, by repeating
the same photograph taken in a convex mir-
ror four times (Fig. 16. on Plate XI.).

Although Moholy-Nagy pointed out that
the meaning of these photoplastics is clear,
deciphering them may be a complex pro-
cess. Jealousy (Eifersucht, 1925, Fig. 17. on
Plate XI.) is one of these intricate photoplas-
tics. Elizabeth Otto interpreted this photo-
montage in cinematic terms, claiming that
the two rectangular forms repeated at requ-
lar intervals suggest two ‘“upended film
screens.” She added that the repetition of
the figures and the diagonal line tying the
two screens together are other elements
with suggest both the "melodramatic narra-
tive” characteristic of films as well as the
very medium of film. The photoplastic repre-
sents three male figures, shown as a photo-
graphic negative, a black and a white silhou-
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ette with the legs cut and replaced with
those of a woman. As Otto claimed, they are
all based on a photograph of Moholy Nagy.**
The woman in the white man silhouette’s
heart is connected through a line to the New
Woman in bathing suit, which may be the
cause of the jealousy suggested in the title.
Eleanor Hight went even further and read
this photomontage as a comment on Mo-
holy-Nagy’s ending marriage with Lucia.*?
Compared to Dada and Russian photomon-
tages of the time, this photomontage is ho-
mogenous both as far as form is concerned,
because it cuts out several silhouettes
against a white background and as well as
content, since it tells a clear story of jealousy
between the characters involved. True to his
program from 1928, when he claimed that a
photoplastic may condense the subject of a
movie, “plays and filmscripts can be con-
densed into a single picture (i.e. a photoplas-
tics), Moholy Nagy made the Jealousy pho-
toplastic the topic of his Do Not Disturb mov-
ie from 1945 which tells the story of two
couples and the jealousy it ensues.

Eleanor Hight identified the word “Film-
plakat” or film poster written on the back of
some of Moholy-Nagy photoplastics, such as
A Chick Remains a Chick (1925), Rape of the
Sabines (1927) or Love Your Neighbor. Murder
on the Railway Line (1925) and rightfully
claimed that the artist wanted to make mov-
ies based on their subjects (1995, 165). In one
instance, Moholy-Nagy wrote a film script
for the photoplastic A Chick Remains a Chick
(1925), dated 1925-1930, which develops a
Surrealist narrative around the woman
turned into a hen at the end of the movie, as
Hight pointed out. Still, as my analysis
showed, the photoplastic encapsulated the
main idea of the movie plot, but the movie
developed techniques and elements charac-
teristic to the movie alone. For example,
Moholy-Nagy talked of poly-cinema, which

307710, “A »Schooling of the Senses«...”, 110.
3* HIGHT, Picturig Modernism..., 169.

consists of the “simultaneous projection of
films on different subjects”.?* The effects of
such a projection would be quite disorienting
for the viewer and it reminds one of the ver-
bal collages of the Dada artists who read
three poems simultaneously, L‘amiral cher-
che une maison a louer. Poéme simultan par
R. Huelsenbeck, M. Janko, Tr. Tzara.?* Such
simultaneity is reduced in the photoplastic,
claimed Moholy-Nagy, so that its meaning
may emerge with clarity. But Eleanor Hight,
who analyzed the connections between Mo-
holy-Nagy’s photoplastics and his films,
claimed that both the movies and the pho-
toplastics display the same qualities of in-
creased simultaneity. She based her claim on
the analogy between the circular shape of
the photoplastic Love Your Neighbor (Fig. 18,
left side, on Plate Xll.) which probably acci-
dentally resembles the schema Moholy-
Nagy used to illustrate poly-cinema in Paint-
ing, Photography, Film (Fig. 18, right side, on
Plate XII.). But Hight's interpretation ignores
the definition of photoplastics which accord-
ing to Moholy-Nagy reduced the excessive
simultaneity of the Dada photomontage to
allow for the idea to manifest itself with clar-
ity: “photoplastics try to remain moderate in
its presentation of simultaneity. It is clear,
arranged lucidly, and uses photographic el-
ements in a concentrated way, having di-

33 MoHOLY-NAGY, Painting, Photography, Film,
41.

3% L’amiral cherche une maison a louer. Poéme
simultan par R. Huelsenbeck, M. Janko, Tr.
Tzara (The Admiral seeks a house to rent.
Simultaneous poem by R. Huelsenbeck, M.
Janko, Tr. Tzara, fig. 28; Tristan TzARA, CEu-
vres completes 1: 1912—1924 [Paris: Flammar-
ion, 1975], 492-493), first performed by
Richard Huelsenbeck, Marcel lanko, and Tris-
tan Tzara in March 1916, the verbal collage
manifests itself in various ways.

The text consists of three different poems
recited at the same time by the three poets
and printed as a musical score
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vested itself of all disturbing accessories. It
shows situations in a compressed state
which can be unwound very quickly by the
process of association”.3

From the analyses of the two photoplas-
tics, Farewell and the Jealousy, the homoge-
neity of Moholy-Nagy’s photomontages and
their connections to film techniques became
apparent. The photographs used in photo-
plastics enter in complex relations with each
other to bring forward clear meaning, a cen-
tral idea. The photoplastics are condensed
plots which may be used in movies. Some
photoplastics, such as Farewell and Jealousy,
bear direct references to the movies, while
others, such as Militarism, Pneumatik and
Circus and Variety Poster develop a “filmic
temporality” as our eyes move on the picture
surface.3® Moholy-Nagy’s experiments with
the filmic medium led to the emergence of
homogenous photomontage or photoplas-
tics well before the 1927-1928 shift to ho-
mogeneous political photomontage. The
emergence of homogeneous photomontage
in Moholy-Nagy’s photoplastics marks the
departure from the heterogeneity character-
istic of visual collage and turns montage into
a technique whose inherent purpose is to ar-
ticulate clear meaning in a way similar to
language, both in film montage and photo-
montage.
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Fig. 10. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszl6: Leda and the
Swan from Painting, Photography, Film,
(1925)

Fig. 11. MOHOLY-NAGY Lasz|d: “"Boxing” detail
from Dynamic of the Metropolis, (1925)
Fig. 12. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszl6: Samples from

Sketch for a Film: Dynamic of the Metropolis

Fig. 13. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszlo: Samples from
Sketch for a Film: Dynamic of the Metropolis

Fig. 14. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszld: Farewell, pho-
toplastic (1924)

Fig. 15. Traditional “farewell” postcards from
the twenties

Fig. 16. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszl6: Cover for the
prospectus of the 1929 Film and Foto
exhibition

Fig. 17. MOHOLY-NAGY Laszld: Jealousy
(Eifersucht, 1925)

Fig. 18. Left: MOHOLY-NAGY Laszlo: Love Your
Neighbor; right: MOHOLY-NAGY Lasz|6:
illustration from Painting, Photography,
Film (1925)



LASZLO MOHOLY-NAGY'S PHOTOPLASTICS n

PLATE VII

Fig. 1. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo: Fig. 3. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
25 Bankrupcy Vultures The Big Railroad Picture (1919-1920)
(25 Pleitegeiter, 1922-1923)

MOy & [l .

Fig. 4. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Red Cross and White Balls (1921)

Fig. 2. Moholy-Nagy Laszl6: Perpe (1919-1920)
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PLATE VIII

Fig. 5. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo: Fig. 6. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Fin Field (1920) h Construction (1921)

Fig. 7. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo: Fig. 8. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Circus and Variety Poster Militarism
from Painting, Photography, Film, (1925) from Painting, Photography, Film, (1925)
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PLATE IX

Fig. 9. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Pneumatik
from Painting, Photography, Film, (1925)

A glass of water (exparse of
water with glass rim in close up)
in motion kke a fountan, spurts

wp
Jazz-BAND with the
TALKING FlLM
FortiSSm

Wild dancang cancature. Suoet-
oris
THE TIGER

BOXING

Close-up.

NLY
the HAnds with the

Slow-motion. SLOW-MOTION.
132

Fig. 11. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
“Boxing” detail
from Dynamic of the Metropolis, (1925)

=

Fig. 10. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Leda and the Swan
from Painting, Photography, Film, (1925)

Fig. 14. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo:
Farewell, photoplastic (1924)
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PLATE X
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Fig. 13. Moholy-Nagy Laszl6: Samples from Sketch for a Film: Dynamic of the Metropolis
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PLATE XI

Fig. 16. Moholy-Nagy Laszlé:
Cover for the prospectus of the 1929
Film and Foto exhibition

Fig. 15. Traditional “farewell” postcards Fig. 17. Moholy-Nagy Laszlo: Jealousy
from the 1920's (Eifersucht, 1925)
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Fig. 18. Left: Moholy-Nagy Laszlo: Love Your Neighbor;
right: Moholy-Nagy Laszlé: illustration from Painting, Photography, Film (1925)
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Rudolf von Laban’s Concepts in Embodiment

SELENE B. CARTER

Abstract: | will present the foundations of
Laban Movement Studies and its theoretical
framework as theorized by Hungarian danc-
er-scientist-artist Rudolf von Laban (1879-
1958). The four centers of his work that sys-
temize and articulate human movement in
relationship to the mover’s environment; the
body, effort (antrieb), shape and space, aid-
ed by members of the Indiana University
Contemporary Dance Theater. | will explicate
his notation system for movement, Labano-
tation, and provide an historic locus for his
work in the context of the Hungarian avant-
garde.

College Dance Programs in the United States
retain a strong strain of Austro-Hungarian
performer, and movement philosopher, Ru-
dolf Van Laban’s concepts of embodiment.
Courses that involve the process of analyzing
and articulating body movement are histori-
cally emblematic of contemporary university
dance curricula. Laban Movement Analysis
(LMA) is offered as a foundational course to
support study in choreography and dance
pedagogy. Laban’s roots in the Hungarian
Avant Garde are not often featured in these
praxis classes, yet the ideas underpin La-
ban’s original theories of the interaction of
human body movement in space. LMA con-
cepts are distilled around a framework of
Body, Effort, Shape and Space (B.E.S.S.) The
work is taught in college dance programs to
discuss, analyze and more deeply under-
stand and express human movement. (All
photographs by Anjali Varma.)

1. Classes for undergraduate students in a
Bachelor of Fine Arts BFA) degree in
dance at Indiana University, Bloomington
taught by Selene Carter, MFA, are offered
in the third year of the curriculum. Stu-

dents are introduced to the concepts in a
lecture format, and then led to explore
the concepts physically in an improvised
setting. (Fig. 1. on Plate XIIl.)

. Students work together in small groups

applying Laban theories to their move-
ment and becoming familiar with termi-
nology. Here the students are performing
a simple choreographed phrase and iden-
tifying Laban’s ‘still form’ of familiar
shapes that he identified as commonly
coming to rest in. Wall, Ball, Pin, Sphere,
Screw, Pyramid are still forms in the
Shape category of LMA. The dancers are
finding the process of shaping from one
still form to the next in their common
dance phrase. They identified that this
was a moment of pin becoming wall,
moving from narrow and elongated to
wide and stable. (Fig. 2. on Plate XIII.)

. In the Effort framework, dancers discover

a range of movement qualities, the *how’
of the movement that is both functional
and expressive. The dancers are exploring
combining the Effort factor of focus in
space, on the spectrum of indirect or mul-
ti-focus to direct or pin-point focus, with
the idea of shaping to the still forms. (Fig.
3. on Plate XIV.)

. The Effort Factors of Focus in Space; di-

rect/indirect, attention to Time; sud-
den/sustained, Attention to Flow;
bound/free, and use of Weight intention;
light/strong are combined to create
States (the pairing of two effort factors
for example Weight plus Time) and Drives
(the pairing of three effort factors for ex-
ample focus in Space, Flow and Weight).
Dancers are exploring Effort Drives and
pairings of effort intentions. (Fig. 4. on
Plate XIV.)
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5. Focus in Space and the focus of vision of
Eye Tracking, coordinating the move-
ment of eye focus in space or on a specific
body part is an integrating and organizing
factor to synchronize body movement in
space. (Fig. 5. on Plate XV.)

6. The pairing of concepts in lemniscate re-
lationships is often used to learn con-
cepts. Finding the opposites in a thematic
polar frame is helpful to discover the
range of expressive and functional possi-
bilities in movement. Here the dancers
are exploring strong/light weight applica-
tion and direct/indirect focus in space.
(Fig. 16 on Plate XV.)

7. Indirect focus in space, the experience of
scanning and seeing everything at once is
both perceptual and creates a dynamic
quality to the movement. (Fig. 7. on Plate
XVL.)

8. Exploring the Effort qualities in all parts of
the body, embodying the feeling through
the macro or smaller unites parts of the
body, with the macro, finding the state of
being in the whole self is helpful to find
embodiment versus imitating or acting.
(Fig. 8. on Plate XVI.)

9. When exploring LMA concepts the indi-
vidual dancer explores a specific idea in
their own way, yet the overall group focus
contributes to the learning. Building and
layering the understanding through wit-
nessing and being with a larger group
mind approach. (Fig. 9. on Plate XVII.)

10. The dancers are encouraged to utilize
poetic and visual images to access states
of Effort exploration. Where move with
direct focus in space and sustained time
might not be as effective, the cue to move
as if you are emitting a surgical laser
beam out of the ends of your limbs, and
you are moving through thick syrup might
engage the movers with more embodied
imagination. (Fig. 20. on Plate XVII.)

11. Concepts of body function always in rela-
tionship to space, or the mover’s immedi-
ate environment are intrinsic to the mov-
ers’ choices. (Fig. 11. on Plate XVIII.)

12. In the Laban studies the dancer can break
out of learned, habitual training modes
and find new possibilities for expression
and deep discovery of more efficient ways
of patterning their movement. (Fig. 12. on
Plate XVIIL.)

13. When an approach is seeded in the body
based on Effort the movement often feels
physically effortless. The dancer air bound
is exploring the Lightness in the Effort
factor of Weight. (Fig. 13. on Plate XIX.)

14. Creative, imaginative, playful narratives
emerge when dancers explore the con-
cepts of embodiment. Dancers are play-
ing with finding Halloween Characters in
the States and Drives of the Effort work.
(Fig. 14. on Plate XIX.)
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Bartok’s Hungarian Musical Avant-Gardism

LASZLO VIKARIUS

Abstract: According to Lajos Kassak’s recol-
lections in 1961, Bartok found elements in
his poetry that lay close to his own experi-
ments in music. In a 1926 interview, howev-
er, in which he emphasized the closeness of
his art to that of poet Endre Ady, Bartdk un-
ambiguously stated that the idea of Kassak
and his circle to link his music with their
journal was founded on a mistake. Was Bar-
tok then really close to those few represent-
atives of Hungarian avant-garde in the later
1910s when his art was enthusiastically prop-
agated in the periodical MA [Today]? Bar-
tok’s changing attitude to musical modern-
ism and the meaning of a "Rembrantian con-
cept,” almost casually mentioned in the
same 1926 interview and obviously meant to
refer to an idea markedly different from that
of the so-called “activists,” are discussed in
the essay with reference to the composer’s
public and private writings as well as the sty-
listic development of his music especially be-
tween 1908 and 1926.

On 20 April 1926 Bartdk had a piano recital
in the Czechoslovak town, Kosice, the for-
mer Hungarian Kassa (now in Slovakia), play-
ing Beethoven, Scarlatti, Chopin, Debussy
and his own music composed between 1908
and 1918." An interview made after the con-
cert was published in the Hungarian lan-
guage Kassai Napld [Kassa Journal] on 23

* See DEMENY Janos, ,Bartok Béla megjelenése
az europai zeneéletben (1914-1926)" [Béla
Bartok’s Appearance in European Musical
Life (1914—1926)], in Zenetudomdnyi Tanul-
mdnyok 7, szerk. SZABOLCSI Bence és BARTHA
Dénes, 5—426 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado,
1959), 394-

April.* Following a discussion of his classifi-
cation of Hungarian folk songs, his general
interest in peasant music also manifested in
his trip to Biskra, Algeria, and jazz, Bartok
mentioned his most important contemporar-
ies, Schoenberg and Stravinsky.

Modern music is not following the road
of folk music. Two of its outstanding fig-
ures, Stravinsky and Schoenberg, are
taking divergent paths. Of the two,
Stravinsky stands closer to me. | barely
know the younger generation [...] Stra-
vinsky’s recent works, which he calls
neoclassical and which indeed resem-
ble the music of Bach’s time, seemed
dry to me at first reading, though after
his concert in Budapest | found a lot
more in them. Stravinsky’s switch to
neoclassicism is intimately bound to
current developments in other arts.
Although Stravinsky stands under the
influence of Picasso, | do not believe
things can be explained so simply; the
arts have been developing concurrent-
ly ever since romanticism.?

The reference to contemporary art and es-
pecially Picasso is surprising in Bartok’s ar-

* See ibid. 395; for a more recent edition of
the interview, see Beszélgetések Bartdkkal:
Interjuk, nyilatkozatok 1911-1945 [Bartok in
Conversation: Interviews, Statements 1911—
1945], szerk. WILHEIM Andras (Budapest: Kijarat
Kiadd, 2000), 73-74.

3 “A Conversation with Béla Bartok”, trans.
David E. SCHNEIDER and Klara MORICz, in Bar-
tok and His World, ed. Peter LAkI (Princeton,
New Jersey: Princeton University Press,

1995), 237.
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gument, as he generally avoided such casual
remarks about the history of art. It is also
unusual among the known interviews, that
the composer mentions his own connection
to Lajos Kassak’s journal, MA [Today]. An-
other unexpected reference to the visual arts
plays a role here, again.

As to me, | think that | strongly belong
to [Endre] Ady’s generation. The opin-
ion of Kassak and his circle that they
put my music into the service of their
journal was based on a misunderstand-
ing; for the guiding principle in my art
is after all a "Rembrandtian” concept.”

According to the late Ferenc Csaplar, former
director of the Kassak Museum and author of
two important studies on Bartdk and Kassak,
“All in all, Bartok was significantly more
sympathetic an observer of the activities of
MA than the interview [...] would suggest.”>
The interview was reprinted in the volumi-
nous collection of reviews from Bartdk’s life
by Janos Demény, editor of the composer’s
correspondence. Csaplar quotes Demény’s
comment on the interview in which the latter
warns that “there are some passages and
phrases that we should not take at face val-

““"Magamrdl is azt hiszem, hogy erésen hozza-
tartozom az Ady generaciojahoz. Kassakék-
nak az a vélekedése, hogy zenémet lapjuk
szolgalataba allitottak, tévedésen alapul;
hiszen mUvészetemben végeredményben
egy rembrandti elgondolas vezet.” My trans-
lation. A slightly different translation ap-
pears in LAKI, Bartok and His World: *| believe
that | belong to the generation of Ady.
Kassdk and his circle, however, are mistaken
when they consider my music to be in the
spirit of their journal, since the driving force
behind my work is a Rembrantesque concep-
tion.”

> CSAPLAR Ferenc, Kassdk Lajos Bartdk-verse
[Lajos Kassak’'s Bartok Poem] (Békéscsaba:
Magyar Helikon, 1981), 52.

ue.”® The authenticity of or skepticism about
this interview seems to me crucial in under-
standing Bartok’s position. One clue could
be the journalist, whose identity remained
unknown for a long time as the interview
was simply signed with the interviewer’s ini-
tials. It was Csaplar who revealed the full
name: Odén Mihalyi.” Mihalyi was a young
Hungarian writer from Kassa/KoSice who
himself had been connected to Kassak’s cir-
cle. It may have been he who directed the
conversation to that particular subject, and
Bartok’s probably spontaneous reaction
seems to me perfectly credible. What he
says does not mean that he had not been in-
terested in Kassak’s artistic movement and
publications. But it certainly suggests his
lack of conviction in fully identifying himself
with them. If so, this could reliably represent
his views of 1926, views that were necessari-
ly different from those of a decade before.
Indeed, Bartok was on the threshold of a
very significant stylistic change at the time,
his individual absorption and reinterpreta-
tion of the neoclassicist aesthetics. Further-
more, the growing distance from their over-
lapping shared hopes and disappointments
in social change in Hungary after the First
World War could also have played a part in
the urge to distance himself from the artistic
movement with which he had become asso-
ciated.

Kassak and his circle actually did propa-
gate Bartdk’s music enthusiastically. A spe-
cial issue was devoted to his art in 1918 (see
Fig. 1.).° It included three facsimile pages of
Bartok’s compositions, a poem by Kassak
dedicated to the composer, and significantly,

® Cf. DEMENY, ,Bartok Béla megjelenése...”,
396.

7 CSAPLAR, Kassdk Lajos Bartok-verse, 51.

8 MA 3, 2. sz. (1918). The complete set of is-
sues is available on the internet cite of the
Osterreiches Nationalbibliothek, see
http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-
plus?aid=maa.
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Robert Berény'’s still famous portrait of the
composer. As a contemporary review by
Aladar Balint clearly shows, by 1913 when
the portrait was painted and exhibited in Bu-
dapest, the composer himself had already
become an iconic figure of modern Hungari-
an art.’ The painting by a member of the ar-
tistic group “the Eight” was thus under-
standably included in the special Bartdk is-
sue of MA five years later.™

This singular attention devoted to Bartok
was, however, far from occasional or excep-
tional on Kassak’s part. Bartok had already
been the dedicatee of a folklore-inspired ex-
pressionist poem by Matyas Gyorgy, “Legeé-
ny gajdol” [Young man’s humming] pub-
lished in the predecessor of MA called Tett
[Action] in early 1916."* And an earlier issue
of MA in 1917 also included a complete fac-
simile of one of Bartdk’s compositions, per-
haps not as a mere coincidence, one of his
Five Songs based on Endre Ady’s poems.™

Furthermore, in 1921 and now an émigré
in Vienna, Kassak approached Bartok once
again to obtain a facsimile of a composition
and Bartok appeared forthcoming.” Bartok
did not only enumerate what he could offer
but also advised Kassak to turn to Emil Hertz-
ka, director of his new publisher, Universal
Edition in Vienna, with whom he had an ex-
clusive publication contract for his musical
compositions. He even alerted Hertzka in an
unpublished letter of 26 May 1921 about
Kassak’s enquiry:

A Hungarian writer, who is just working
on an anthology of modern art (litera-

9 BALINT Aladar, ,Harom kiallitas”, Nyugat 6
(1913): 1:786—787.

' MA 3, 2. 5z. (1918): 21.

** CSAPLAR Ferenc, Bartdk Béla, Kassdak Lajos
(Budapest: Kassak Muzeum, 2006), 2.

 MA 2, 8. 5z. (1917): 119—21.

3 See Bartok’s letter to Kassak, 24 May 1921,
quoted and reproduced in facsimile in
CSAPLAR, Bartdk Béla, Kassdk..., 17-19.

ture, music, painting, etc.), asked me
to offer him something that he would
be allowed to publish in it. | have no
objections to it but the last decision
falls on you. [...] Possible would be:
movement Il of my 2nd string quartet,
or one of my studies for piano, perhaps
No. 3 or 4 of the Ady Songs.*

What Bartdk’s music represented for Kassak’s
circle might be gleaned from the long and
detailed article by Miklds Naray, published in
the special issue of MA.™ Despite its highly
mannered modernist literary style, Naray’s
article shows intimate knowledge and sound
judgement of Bartok’s published or per-
formed oeuvre up to The Wooden Prince,
which had premiered quite recently in May
1917. The author repeatedly refers to M.D.
Calvocoressi's Paris lecture on Bartok that
seems to be an important source for his dis-
cussion, even though he occasionally con-
tradicts his source (as in the case of the sig-
nificance of Schoenberg, which Naray con-
siders less relevant and rather occasional).
Naray emphasizes the “monumentality” in
Bartok’s art and works as well as the signifi-
cance of the “primitive,” originating in Bar-
tok’s exceptional and idiosyncratic use of
folk music in his modernist works. The deci-
sive caesura of the oeuvre is correctly set af-
ter the First Suite for Orchestra. The signifi-
cance of the books of piano music such as
the Fourteen Bagatelles, the Two Elegies, the
Four Dirges and the Esquisses (Seven Sketch-
es) is rightly defined. Naray mentions the
First String Quartet as probably the most
important work of European significance.
And despite the greatness of the ballet The
Wooden Prince and the excellence of its or-
chestration, he also correctly points out the

* Unpublished letter, Bartok to Emil Hertz-
ka, original in German, photocopy in the Bu-
dapest Bartok Archives.

* NARAY Miklos, ,Bartok Béla”, MA 3, 2. sz.

(1928): 19—25.
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problematic relationship between the more
German and more backward-looking literary
libretto (by Béla Baldzs) and the original and
modernist music in it. Bartok is called “natu-
rally a ‘revolutionary’ (p. 25), a term the
composer himself later decisively contrasted
with what he considered clearly more valua-
ble, “evolutionary.” In the article, most of
Bartdk’s musical “innovations” are touched
upon: in rhythm, instrumentation or harmo-
ny. He is compared only to the most out-
standing innovators of the period (e.g., Scria-
bin, Schoenberg and Stravinsky [p. 25]), but
at the same time his work is contrasted to
“romanticism” and, what appears a surpris-
ingly early use of the term, “neo-classicism”
(p. 20). Instead of further discussing Naray’s
essay, however, it seems even more im-
portant to see what Bartok actually offered
to include in Ma and what these composi-
tions meant to him.

As mentioned before, it was one of Bar-
tok’s five Ady Songs that was reproduced in
the first facsimile in 1917, “Nem mehetek
hozzad” [| Cannot Come to You], with its re-
frain form inculcating the desperate phrase
“And | shall die.”* In his setting, the refrain is
immediately recognizable but at the same
time it is continuously varied. The song was
one of those “death songs” the composer
mentioned in a letter of 26 February 1916 to
an acquaintance to whom most of his surviv-
ing letters are addressed in this period:*® "I

¢ See Bartok’s late Harvard Lectures (1943),
in Béla BARTOK, Essays, ed. Benjamin
SUCHOFF, 354—355 and 360—361 (London: Fa-
ber & Faber, 1976).

7 Cf. Péter LAKI, “Les mélodies op. 15 et 16
de Bartok”, Schweizer Jahrbuch fiir Musikwis-
senschaft Neue Folge 27 (2007): 105-120, 108.
¥ See my article, Laszlé VIKARIUS, “Intima-
tions through Words and Music: Unique
Sources to Béla Bartok’s Life and Thought in
the Fonds Denijs Dille (B-Br)”, Revue Belge de
Musicologie/Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Muz-
iekwetenschap 67 (2013): 179—217. The article

have found 3 Ady-songs, which almost surely
I'll be able to set to music. [...] Az 6szi larma
[Autumn Echoes], Harom &szi kénnycsepp
[Autumn Tears]. These, too, are autumn death
songs.”*

What Bartdk probably composed last,
“Az agyam hivogat” [My Bed Calls Me] obvi-
ously represented for him the essence of
that desperate mood, now in the centre of
his thinking. On 4 March he intimates his
idea to set this particular poem to music as
well.

The order is significant with Ady be-
cause his poems are an actual autobi-
ography or at least diary-like pieces of
writing in verse. It seems that this
“Szeretném ha szeretnének” [I'd Love
to be Loved] and the subsequent Po-
ems of All Secrets stem from the peri-
od of a great crisis [...] | have marked in
the two volumes the stanzas that lie
especially close to me — which almost
seem to emerge from me. But there is
one | could not even mark: “"Az agyam
hivogat” [My Bed Calls Me]. [...] |
should so much love to set it to music.
[...] The simplest and yet so deathly
sombre words. "Oh my bed, my cof-
fin [...]I'll lie down.” He ends with what
he began. Only the greatest poet of all
times can write such a thing. We

includes selected passages from letters to
Klara Gombossy related to his Five Songs op.
15, four of whose texts set poems by her.
The important quotations related to Ady are
not quoted there.

9 Bartok’s letter to Klara Gombossy, 26 Feb-
ruary 1916, original in Hungarian, photocopy
in the Budapest Bartok Archives: “talaltam 3
Ady-dalt, amelyet majdnem biztos, hogy
meg tudok zenésiteni. Vér és aranybol: Az
Oszi larma, Harom &szi kdnnycsepp. Ezek is
Oszi halaldalok.”
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should be glad that we can read such
masterpieces in our mother tongue.*

It is here that the generally reticent Bartok
recalls, in an astonishingly vivid manner, his
encounter with Ady’s poetry.

What a sensational event in my life the
first volume of Ady [...] was! It hap-
pened in the spring of 1908. The friend
of mine (my only friend) brought it [...]
to me, “Read this!” And | read feverish-
ly till late after midnight — it was al-
most impossible for me to part with it. |
had not been particularly interested in
poetry before, though. But these ap-
peared to have emerged from me -
yes, had | not been born for music but
for writing poetry, | should have writ-
ten them — this was what | felt.*

*° Bartdk’s letter to Klara Gombossy, 26 Feb-
ruary 1916, original in Hungarian, photocopy
in the Budapest Bartok Archives: “Adynal
fontos a sorrend, mert kélteményei valdsagos
életrajz vagy legaldbb is napldszery irdsok
versben. Ugy latszik ez a ‘Szeretném ha
szeretnének,’ meg az utana kovetkezd min-
den titkok versei nagy krizis idejébdl
szarmazik [...] Megjel6ltem ebben a két ko-
tetben a kilondsen hozzam — szinte belSlem
sz0l6 — strofakat. De egyet — mar megjeldini
sem lehetett: ‘Az agyam hivogat.’ [...] A
legszimplabb és mégis olyan haldlosan
szomory szavak. ,Oh agyam, koporsém...
lefekszem.” Végzi, a mivel kezdte. Minden
id6k legnagyobb koltéje tud csak ilyet irni.
Boldogok lehetink hogy anyanyelvinkén ol-
vashatunk ilyen remekmiveket.” Cf. Judit
FRIGYESI, Béla Bartdk and Turn-of-the-Century
Budapest (Berkeley: University of California
Press, 1998), 211-215, quoting from the
same letter within an extended discussion of
Bartdk’s setting of this poem.

** Bartok’s letter to Klara Gombossy, 26 Feb-
ruary 1916: “Mekkora szenzacidja volt életem-
nek az els6 Ady-kotet [...]! 1908 tavaszan

The eventual completion of "My Bed Calls
Me,” announced in a letter of 14 April, effec-
tively rounded off the set, although at the
time Bartok seems to have been undecided
about an occasional extension of the cycle
with more songs. He suggested the follow-
ing in a later letter: "I had succeeded in mak-
ing ‘O 4gyam’ [Oh, my bed]. It's a great joy —
for the time being only for me. | have 5 Ady
songs so far. They are strange and good.”*?
Following a “fallow” period in the wake of
the repeated refusals of his 1911 opera, Duke
Bluebeard'’s Castle, Bartdk produced a signif-
icant number of works during the First World
War.” Most conspicuous among them is The
Wooden Prince, Bartdk’s ballet that was
staged in Budapest's Royal Opera House in
1917 effectively paving the way to the stage
for the opera as well, finally premiéred the
following year in May 1918. An interesting
pattern can be observed in the list of war-
year works: within this pattern, different
types of works follow one another with a
varying degree of creativity and significance.
The period as a whole and each of the newly
emerging genres were introduced by works
based on folk material, first Hungarian then
Romanian and, finally, reflecting his most re-
cent collections, Slovak. The composition of

volt. A baratom (az egyetlen emberem) hozta
[...], ‘ezt olvasd! Es én olvastam, lazban, késé
éjfelutanig — alig tudtam megvalni téle.
Pedig nem igen érdekeltek mindaddig
versek. De ezek mintha belSlem keriltek
volna ki — igen ha nem zenére termettem
volna, hanem versirasra, én irtam volna meg
ezeket — ezt éreztem.”

*2 Bartok to Klara Gombossy, 14 April 1916:
“sikerUlt az »O dgyam«-at elkésziteni. Nagy
6rom, — egyeldre csak szamomra) Eddig mar
5 Ady dalom van. Furcsak és jok.”

23 See Laszl6 VIKARIUS, “Inter arma moderna
non silent musae: Bartdk during the Great
War”, Revue Belge de Musicologie/Belgisch
Tijdschrift voor Muziekwetenschap 71 (2017):
209—225.
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the Second String Quartet also belonged to
the war years. In contrast to the string quar-
tet genre, which spanned his whole career,
the composition of the two cycles of songs
proved to be as exceptional as the choice of
contemporary poetry for setting, as opposed
to his later vocal works in which he would
always use texts of folk origin.

Bartdk’s selection of an enigmatic pas-
sage, eleven bars of what appears to be in-
strumental music for the title page of the
1918 Bartdk special issue of MA deserves a
commentary of its own. The passage con-
cludes the first of ten songs composed in
1916. “Tavasz” (Spring) is based on a poem
by Klara Gombossy, recipient of the letters in
which Bartdk so profusely discusses Ady’s
poetry. This young but precocious girl from
Kisgaram, Upper Hungary (now Hronec in
Slovakia), who accompanied Bartdk to help
to collect folk songs in Slovak villages,
showed her adolescent poetry to him, which
interested the composer and effectively in-
stigated the whole “period of songs.” In his
first known letter of 6 January 1916 to her, in
which he mentions the composition of
“Spring,” Bartok explains the passage before
the conclusion, in which he focuses on the
word “mamor” (i.e., ecstasy, from the phrase
“*mdmora a vérnek” [the ecstasy of blood] as
“truly descriptive”: "It conveys the surreal,
unearthly, inexpressible experience of ecsta-
sy.” And, referring to this, he observes about
the the piano epilogue which concludes the
song and is reproduced on the title page of
MA: “Something similar is expressed, while
the ecstasy would be withering away, by
what is basically the final chord, a vague
trembling.”* This graphic passage reappears
in a slightly recomposed form in the chef-
d'oeuvre of the period, the ballet, just before
the final return of the opening “nature” mu-

** Cf. VIKARWUS, Intimations through Words
and Music..., 191-94.

sic.*® The choice of this passage for a facsimi-
le, thus, might have had more than one rea-
son. Finally, the last facsimile in MA repre-
sented yet another “death song,” this time
for piano and without words: the unexpected
slow last movement of the Suite op. 14.°
The most puzzling detail in the text of the
1926 interview is the “Rembrantian con-
cept.” Apart from a general knowledge of
the painter from school and museums, Bar-
tok might have had an added source which
may explain why he was thinking of Rem-
brandt when speaking about Endre Ady’s art
on the occasion of a chance interview. His
friend, Zoltan Kodaly, Bartdk’s only friend,
who famously discovered Debussy as a suit-
able model for modern Hungarian music in
Paris in 1907, had previously studied a se-
mester at the University in Berlin. He was al-
so a pupil of Heinrich Wolfflin, a particularly
important theorist of baroque art.”” On the
one hand, Ady’s poetry and Rembrandt’s art
could indeed be somehow linked due to Ko-
daly’s mediation. On the other hand, Bar-
tok’s mention of Rembrandt obviously em-
phasized his reserve towards some tenden-
cies in contemporary art. Discussing avant-
garde compositions of extremely reduced
means in one of his late Harvard lectures, for
instance, he voiced his doubts about some of

* The relationship between the facsimile
and the ballet was first identified by Andras
WILHEIM, see “Zu einem Handschriften-
Faksimile aus dem Jahre 1917”, in Documen-
ta Bartokiana 6, ed. Laszl6 SomFAl (Buda-
pest: Akadémiai Kiadd 1981), 233-234.

® MA 3, 2. 52. (1918): 22-23.

7 See Kodaly mentioning his experience of
Wolfflin's lectures as late as a 1956 speech,
entitled ,Ki az igazi zeneért6?” [Who is the
True Expert in Music], in KODALY Zoltan,
Visszatekintés: Osszeqydjtott irdsok, beszédek,
nyilatkozatok [Looking Back: Collected Pa-
pers, Speeches, and Statements], szerk.
BONIS Ferenc, 3 kot. 1:299-301 (Budapest:
Argumentum Kiado, 2007), 299.
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Piet Mondrian’s works as “less than satisfac-
tory artistic communication.”?® While Rem-
brandt’s realism, intensity of expression and,
probably, depth of feeling represented more
than just “satisfactory artistic communica-
tions,” the almost obsessive artist of self-
portraits might have appeared in Bartdk’s
mind naturally comparable to Ady’s “diary-
like” poetry. As it seems from his 1926 inter-
view, he undoubtedly considered himself
and his art essentially related to this tradi-
tion.

Bibliography

BALINT Aladar. ,Harom kiallitas”. Nyugat 6
(1913): 1:786—787.

BARTOK Béla. Essays. Edited by Benjamin
SUCHOFF. London: Faber & Faber, 1976.

CSAPLAR Ferenc. Kassdk Lajos Bartok-verse
[Lajos Kassak’s Bartok Poem]. Békéscsaba:
Magyar Helikon, 1981.

CSAPLAR Ferenc. Bartdk Béla, Kassdk Lajos.
Budapest: Kassak MUzeum, 2006.

DEMENY Janos. ,Bartok Béla megjelenése az
europai zeneéletben (1914-1926)" [Béla
Bartdk’s Appearance in European Musical
Life (1914-1926)]. In Zenetudomanyi
Tanulmdnyok 7, szerk. SzABOLCSI Bence és
BARTHA Dénes, 5—426. Budapest: Akadémiai
Kiado, 1959.

FRIGYESI Judit. Béla Bartdk and Turn-of-the-
Century Budapest. Berkeley: University of
California Press, 1998.

KODALY Zoltan. ,Ki az igazi zeneért6?”. In
KODALY Zoltan, Visszatekintés: Ossze-
gyujtott irdsok, beszédek, nyilatkozatok
[Looking Back: Collected Papers, Speeches,
and Statements], szerkesztette BONIS
Ferenc, 1:299—301. 3 kot. Budapest:
Argumentum Kiado, 2007.

28 BARTOK, Essays, 358.

LAKI, Peter. “Les mélodies op. 15 et 16 de
Bartdk”. Schweizer Jahrbuch fir Musikwis-
senschaft Neue Folge 27 (2007): 105-120.

LAkI, Peter, ed. Bartdék and His World. Prince-
ton, New Jersey: Princeton University
Press, 1995.

NARAY Miklos. ,Bartok Béla”. MA 3, 2. sz.
(1918): 19—25. The complete set of issues
of MA is available on the internet cite of
the Osterreiches Nationalbibliothek, see
http://anno.onb.ac.at/cgi-content/anno-
plus?aid=maa (last accessed: 13.08.2021).

VIKARIUS, Laszl6. “Intimations through Words
and Music: Unique Sources to Béla Bar-
tok’s Life and Thought in the Fonds Denijs
Dille (B-Br)". Revue Belge de Musicologie/
Belgisch Tijdschrift voor Muziekwetenschap
67 (2013): 179—217.

VIKARIUS, Laszld. “Inter arma moderna non
silent musae: Bartok during the Great
War”. Revue Belge de Musicologie/Belgisch
Tijdschrift voor Muziekwetenschap 71
(2017): 209—225.

WILHEIM, Andras. “Zu einem Handschriften-
Faksimile aus dem Jahre 1917". In Docu-
menta Bartdkiana 6, Hg. Laszlé SOMFA,
233-234. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado
1981.

WILHEIM Andras, szerk. Beszélgetések Bartok-
kal: Interjuk, nyilatkozatok 19111945
[Bartok in Conversation: Interviews,
Statements 1911-1945]. Budapest: Kijarat
Kiadd, 200o0.




u LASZLO VIKARIUS

PLATE XX




The Great Bela Bartok:

THEATRON, VOL. 15. NO. 4. (2021): 62-68.

An International and Interdisciplinary Perspective

DAVID MICHAEL HERTZ

Abstract: A 21st century review of Béla Bar-
tok’s cultural position in the early twentieth
century from an interdisciplinary point of
view, first beginning with Bartdk’s early mu-
sical training, then his theatre works, which
involved the collaborations of such figures as
Béla Balazs and Melchior Lendyl. Bartok’s
familiarity with their thinking documents the
impact of international Symbolist and Art
Nouveau culture in his own formation, as
well as the common interest in the folkloric
elements incorporated by Bartok and others
in this era. Also, Bartok’s achievement will
be considered in relation to other significant
composers on the international scene in the
first half of the twentieth century, including
figures such as Igor Stravinsky, Charles Ives,
and Arnold Schoenberg. With special men-
tion of Mihaly Szegedy-Maszak’s writings on
Béla Bartodk, including his “Bartdk’s Place in
Cultural History.”

. Where did Bartok Come From?

Béla Bartok (1881-1945) descends from mi-
nor Hungarian nobility, but his musical line
goes back, via his piano teacher, to the great
Franz Liszt, the most fantastic of all the ro-
mantic pianists and one of the most innova-
tive musical minds of all time. In truth he was
an absolute musical noble.

His teacher was Istvan Thoman (1862—
1940), who knew Liszt extremely well, even
touring with him. Thoman was a pallbearer
at Liszt's funeral. Later Thoman also taught
Erné Dohnanyi, George Cziffra, and Fritz
Reiner, along with Bartdk. Taken together,
these Hungarian musical giants push
Thoman and Liszt's impact on music, from a

pedagogical point of view, well into the
twentieth century.

Bartdk’s connection to the greatest of the
nineteenth century virtuoso pianists runs
deep, and yet he is arguably the greatest pi-
anist/composer of the twentieth century.
This is obvious to any experienced musician
who has studied the piano repertoire seri-
ously. It is not just in the musical scores. It is
in the movement of the human hands needed
for a full realization of his remarkably origi-
nal piano works.

1. Bartok and his Culture

It is hard to relate music, the most abstract
of the arts, to the cultural world at large. It
can always be done, but it is a bit tricky. So
let us begin with the most difficult and con-
sider the cultural forces outside the purely
musical. Here is where we discover Bartdk’s
interconnections with such Hungarian fig-
ures as playwright and literary gadfly Béla
Balazs, architect Odén Lechner, poets Endre
Ady and Mihaly Babits, and larger clusters of
internationally related artists who are gath-
ered under the rubrics of Symbolism, Impres-
sionism, Romantic Nationalism, two terms | in-
creasingly link together. Bartdk was touched
by all these. The great Germanic composers
still dominated music in the late nineteenth
century, but the fresh scent in the air was
French culture in every sense. Bartdk’s most
important precursor may have been Debus-
sy, who was not just an Impressionist, but an
important intellect who invented everything
modern in music. But also, Debussy was in
touch with intellectual trends, including the
innovations of the Symbolist poets and phi-



losophers, the great painters of the era, the
allure of Orientalism in the arts, and more.
Debussy knew well the great poets Baude-
laire, Verlaine, Mallarmé, setting them to
music in his innovative songs. and more
writers up through one of the most famous
playwrights of the period, the Belgian Mau-
rice Maeterlinck, who gave Debussy his text
for hisone major opera, Pelléas et Mé-
lisande.

Ady and Balazs imported the French intel-
lectualism that came out of the Symbolist
Movement. in their work. We find Art Nou-
veau and native folklore in Lechner’s archi-
tecture, placing him, from an international
perspective, somewhere in the family of
Louis Sullivan and Antoni Gaudi. Bartdk and
his friends received all this. You can see that
Ady and Baldzs and Lechner and others were
attracted to things that also interested Bar-
tok and therefore both directly and indirectly
Bartdk was in an international cultural flow
of ideas that had considerable impact on all
of the most brilliant European artists and in-
tellectuals of the early twentieth century.
Balazs may have first noticed the Bluebeard
tale because he was interested in a play by
Maeterlinck, Ariane et Barbe-bleu, which
plants him firmly within the hothouse con-
text of the late Symbolist movement, and
which always displayed a fascination with
myth, both in poetry and visual art. The li-
bretto he produces for Bartok has qualities
of stillness and mystery we find in similar
short plays by Hofmannsthal, Rilke, Yeats
and others. It is of the period. (Maeterlinck’s
play about Bluebeard was also the basis for
an opera by Paul Dumas.) Very little happens
in a symbolist play. Action is less important

* For a more extensive examination of De-
bussy’s connections to the Symbolists, see
my book The Tuning of the Word. David Mi-
chael HERTZ, The Tuning of Word: The Musico-
literary Poetics of the Symbolist Movement
(Carbondale: Southern lllinois University Press,

1987).
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than atmosphere, but what does occur is im-
portant and suggestive, and Bartok makes
an intense psychodrama out of the material
in his musical score.

Leon Botstein, college president and con-
ductor, has an impressive essay on Bartdk in
Bartok and his World, his Bard Festival book
edited and published by Peter Laki in 1995,
laying out the cultural context of the com-
poser’s milieu in rich detail.” But English lan-
guage readers would do well to compare and
contrast Botstein’s writing on Bartok with
leading Hungarian literary critics and cultural
historians such as the late Mihaly Szegedy-
Maszak (1943-2016), who had a great inter-
est in the music of Béla Bartok and who
wrote quite extensively about the compos-
er’s literary and cultural context.? With Bot-
stein and Szegedy-Maszak in mind, | want to
take a brief look at Bartdk’s music that used
extrinsic theatrical or literary elements. Most
of it was composed relatively early in Bar-
tok’s career, written between 1910 and 1924.

First, Duke Bluebeard’s Castle, written
with a libretto prepared by Balazs, was com-
posed in 1911, but completed and performed
in 1918, just after the great Stravinsky ballets
and shortly before the end of the First World
War. It was premiered at the Hungarian Roy-
al Opera on May 24, 1918.*

The Balazs version was a symbolist play
with two actors: Duke Bluebeard, owner of
the castle, and Judith, the latest of his many
wives. The woman, Judith, opens the doors
in the castle of her new husband, Bluebeard,

> Peter LAKI, ed., Barték and His World
(Princeton: Princeton University Press, 1995).

3 Mihaly SZEGEDY-MASZAK, “Bartok’s Place in
Cultural History”, Studia Musicologica Aca-
demiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 41, Nno. 4
(2000): 457-465.

* This was a few months before the armistice
was signed between Germany and the allies
on Nov 11, 1918. The Treaty of Versailles was
about a year later.
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one by one. Every time she opens one she
sees something terrifying. Bartok provides
richly imaginative music for each door. Even-
tually the last one opens and she knows she
is doomed. With this last door opened, a
newly bejeweled Judith ominously follows all
of Bluebeard’s zombie wives off the stage
and the opera ends. Some of the scariest
music ever written was composed by Bartok
for this. Balazs and Barték made the ulti-
mate opera about the woman who has
picked the wrong husband.

While, as Professor Szegedy-Maszak has
mentioned, some scholars have posited that
Bartok may have been attracted to the story
because of problems relating to his own first
marriage, the original plot of Bluebeard’s
Castle goes back to French folklore, long be-
fore Maeterlinck, and it had been stylized in-
to literary form by Charles Perrault (1628-
1703) in the 17th century. So, while Bartok
prepared something like a symbolist play for
Bartdk, the original story is folkloric in origin,
but it is from French folklore, not Hungarian,
and, most significantly, not Teutonic in
origin. Szegedy-Maszak sums this important
cultural change most eloquently when he
writes: “In many respects the music of Duke
Bluebeard’s Castle is the expression of a de-
sire to distance Hungarian from German cul-
ture, a desire that was shared by the poets
Babits and Ady, as well as they the compos-
ers Bartok and Kodaly.”> The swerve toward
the modernistic innovations of Debussy and
the French is also connected to the choice of
dramatic material for the libretto.

Following Bluebeard, Bartdk composed
the ballet/pantomime The Wooden Prince
(1916-17), also with material from Baldzs. It
concerns a princess who falls for a wooden

> Mihaly SzEGEDY-MASZAK, “Bartok and Liter-
ature”, Hungarian Studies: A Journal Of The
International Association For Hungarian Stud-
ies And Balassi Institute 15 (2001): 245-254,
246.

prince, but then finally is allowed to have a
real one.

Finally, and not least, there is The Miracu-
lous Mandarin (1918-24), another ballet /
pantomime, with a story by Melchior Leng-
yel. It is a truly scandalous story, even today.
It is about a band of robbers who prey on
lonely men, using a beautiful woman to en-
trap them: she is a prostitute, or, worse, real-
ly a woman posing as a prostitute, her thiev-
ing collaborators posing as pimps, and the
male victims they trick into their trap. First,
they ensnare a lecherous old dandy, then a
young student. Finally, they tempt the mi-
raculous mandarin, a customer who literally
lights up in living color with desire. As they
beat and stab him, he simply won't die, but
continues to chase his temptress. He only
bleeds and then expires after he is able to
satisfy his longing for the prostitute! The plot
is somewhat reminiscent of Stravinsky’s
puppet hero Petrushka, but even more
shocking. Petrushka longs for a puppet balle-
rina that he cannot have. He too is mur-
dered. It also is reminiscent of Le Sacre du
printemps, which, based on a myth shaped
by Nicholas Roerich, concerns the sacrifice of
a young virgin. | like the explanation provid-
ed by Bartok’s son, Peter, for this wild sto-
ry: “the basic theme [...] centers on the
enormous physical force possible between
man and woman. When the Mandarin is
lured into the robbers’ den by the captive girl
used as a decoy, soon a force becomes es-
tablished that defies extinction. Attempts to
kill him are futile until he can possess the ob-
ject of his longing; only after his desire is
quenched do his wounds start to bleed ena-
bling him to find peace in death. Passion
alone sustains life against overwhelming
odds; the force of nature triumphed.”®

Bartok composed fantastic music, filled
with rich harmonic and rhythmic innova-
tion, for this provocative theatrical material.

® Peter BARTOK, My Father (Homosassa, Flor-
ida: Bartok Records, 2002), 244.



What is the take-away from all this? This
was dangerous literary subject matter to use,
and even still somewhat disturbing, but very
much in the spirit of the adventurous topics
taken up by Diaghilev and his Ballet Russes
and to some extent reminiscent of Alban
Berg and his Wozzeck (1926) and Lulu (1937),
in gestation at around the same time and af-
terward (Lulu even features a prostitute who
brings home Jack the Ripper). Like Stravin-
sky, Bartok was aware of the daring impulses
of modern art, particularly the tendency to
explore un-sentimentalized aspects of the
human being in an anti-humanistic and anti-
romanticist context, even using sordid
and offensive settings. His willingness to use
material created by writers such as Balazs
and Lengyel, both Hungarian writers of Jew-
ish descent who were willing to take a mod-
ern approach to symbol and myth, is an indi-
cation that he wanted to push into the fu-
ture, not the past. This is indicated as well by
Bartdk’s alliance with the intellectuals of the
arts magazine MA, something also noted by
Professor Szegedy-Maszak.’

Also, Bartdk evolved into a composer
chiefly for instruments and instrumentalists,
not for opera or theater. In this he was more
like Beethoven, say, than Wagner or Stravin-
sky. Beethoven was not a committed writer
of opera and song, but we will always go to
Fidelio or An die Ferne Geliebte to find out
more about him. Similar to Beethoven, Bar-
tok’s fertilization from the literary fields of
endeavor is not to be underestimated, even
though, according to Szegedy-Maszak, Bar-
tok did not have a systematic education on
the level, say, of his colleague, Zoltan Koda-
ly.® If you take these three theater works to-
gether, you see that Bartdk composed a
huge amount of richly rewarding and beauti-

7 Mihaly SZEGEDY-MASZAK, “From Text to Music:
Bartok’s Approach to Literary Works”, Hun-
garian Heritage 7 (2006): 30—34.

® SZEGEDY-MASZAK, “Bartdk and Literature”,
252.
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fully crafted music for them, but most im-
portant, the literary choices he made link
him in both obvious and subtle ways to the
culture of his time. Also, | prefer Bartdok's
Duke Bluebeard’s Castle to its model, Pelléas
and Mélisande. | simply think it is a more suc-
cessful piece, though it is shorter. Pelléas,
because of Debussy’s determination to ex-
plore the musicality of language, is simply
too thin in terms of harmonic and melodic
inventiveness. Bartok’s musical texture in
Bluebeard, filled with Debussyian devices
such as whole tone scales, and peppered
with Hungarian types of pentatonic melod-
ic motives has a more fully rounded texture.

Il. Bartdk and the Great Modernist Composers
from an International Perspective

Bartok (1881-1945) did not sound like Dvo-
rak or Tchaikovsky or Strauss or Rachmani-
noff (1873-1943). He sounded completely
new. Also, like all great composers who do
something new, he still sounds completely
fresh even today. Bartdk did not choose to
sound like a nationalist romantic. This is
what makes him modern. But he is also
closely related to the elemental sounds of
Hungary. This the miracle.
Bartdk gave us the best way out of the crisis
of musical modernism. This crisis might best
be described as an attack on the audience by
the composers who felt increasingly that
they had to challenge it with more and more
innovative and anti-Romanticist music.

| would like to briefly contextualize Bartdk
in relation to other great modernists from
around the world, figures such as the French
Claude Debussy, the Russian Igor Stravinsky,
the American Charles Ives, the German-
Jewish Arnold Schoenberg, and even Paul
Hindemith (the teacher of Bernhard Heiden,
my teacher). Bartok, Stravinsky and Ives
each used folkloric elements. Stravinsky did
not advertise his borrowings for Russian folk
music, but today they are documented by
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scholars such as Richard Taruskin.® Schoen-
berg opted out of all traditional tonal expres-
sion, including folkloric elements, and went
for atonal expressionism and serialism. This
made his music the most cerebral and ap-
propriate for professorial study in the acad-
emy. (In this way, he is similar to his Ameri-
can student, John Cage, whom he discour-
aged). Charles lves was inspired, but, though
a composer of real genius, he was an artist
who worked in isolation apart from the pro-
fessional world of music. Bartok, who made
enormous contributions to the modern dis-
cipline of ethnomusicology (many would say
he even invented it), was the most scholarly
in the way he employed folk music as a point
of departure for the modernist compos-
er. After all, he actually went out into the
Hungarian countryside and wrote down
what he heard, an early user of Thomas Edi-
son's then recently invented recording de-
vice with its unwieldy wax cylinders. But as a
practicing composer, Bartok was unsur-
passed in the 20th century. Also, he may
have been the greatest craftsman of the
three important modernists who incorporated
folk elements in fragmented forms (again,
the first being himself of course, but also
Stravinsky and Ives). There is a remarkable
and historic photograph of Hindemith and
Bartok in Turkey in the 1930s. Both had been
invited there to improve the musical culture.
Hindemith kept away from folk music, even
though he did create a kind of free-floating
tonal language that might be profitably
compared to Bartdk. But his music is not per-
formed as much now as it once was. The on-
ly other composer pianist who could touch
Bartok was Rachmaninoff, who became a
highly successful virtuoso and perhaps the
greatest pianist of the early 20" century. But
Rachmaninoff’'s music, while wonderful in

9 Richard TARUSKIN, Stravinsky and the Rus-
sian Traditions, Vol 1. (Oakland, CA: Universi-
ty of California Press, 2016).

many ways, was much more linked to the
Romantic past and, in its weaker moments,
borders on kitsch.

Of the great modernist composers, Bar-
tok’s music is the most played by actual per-
forming musicians, who in the end decide
what they will play. The ballots are in. Musi-
cians have decided to play Bartok. Bartok’s
sonatas, concertos, and chamber music are
very present in the world’s concert halls.
While they are still challenging to people
who want easy listening, they are standard.
Charles Rosen has pointed out that Beetho-
ven has always had his critics, but musicians
always insist on playing him, despite periodic
objections from the audience. The same with
Bartdk. His music is difficult and adven-
turous, but great musicians insist on per-
forming him and the audiences are brought
along.

IV. Bartdk’s Changing Reputation Over Time

Many years ago, the famous Frankfurt
school sociologist and music critic, Theodor
Wiesengrund Adorno wrote an influential
book, The Philosophy of Modern Music, which
featured a Manichean view of modern music,
with just two main characters, Stravinsky
and Schoenberg.* Today this book, while
still fascinating to read, seems more and
more dated as we move farther and farther
away from the 20th century. Schoenberg
was not the savior Adorno made him out to
be, Stravinsky not the devil. Adorno was cor-
rect in realizing the importance of these two,
but they are only two in a much longer list of
significant contributors of a much more di-
verse sort. To be fair, Adorno has some posi-
tive and insightful things to say about Bar-
tok, yet | find his remarks on Bartdk as a re-

** Theodor Wiesengrund ADORNO, Philosophy
of Modern Music, trans. Anne MITCHELL and
Wesley BLOMSTER (New York: Continuum,

1973).



cycler of folklore to be supercilious. Today, in
2017, | would put Bartok high up on the list of
challengers to the primacy of this duo, but |
would also add such figures as Duke Elling-
ton (1899-1974) and many of the great Rus-
sians, such as Scriabin (1871—1915), Prokofiev
(1891-1953), and Shostakovich (1906-1975). |
would keep Schoenberg and Stravinsky, but
add a lot of diverse characters to the mix.
Their prominence may have been less un-
challenged than we thought.

Today, Stravinsky (1882-1971), while
stilla giant looming over twentieth century
composers, seems to have been on a down-
ward trend after his great ballets, which
were all written before WWI. His music be-
came a bit arid later. He tried neoclassicism.
He tried to emulate Schoenberg’ serialism.
He did this, he did that... But none of these
later works had the originality and residual
influence of his Diaghilev-era ballets: Fire-
bird, Petrushka, and The Rite of Spring, the
greatest of them all and which provoked a
riot (some say, maybe more because of the
choreography than the music) when it was
premiered in Paris on May 29, 1913. Where-
as Stravinsky treaded water, or even de-
clined, Bartok simply got better and better
until he died, one of the signs of the truly
greatest of the great composers (of course,
poor Bartdk never figured out how to make
money, while Stravinsky did).

Was Bartok a kind of country bumpkin
modernist when compared to the Second
Viennese School? Certain disciples of Adorno
and Schoenberg would have said yes in the
last century. | would say not. Absolutely.

For example, in the Botstein article, | find
some discussion of Schoenberg and Ador-
no’s views on the difference between music
in a peripheral or central nation, such as
Germany, say, which was central, and Hun-
gary and Poland, for example, as peripheral.
This was important for the “universalist”
claims of the new serialism developed by
Schoenberg and his followers. These claims
of universalism seem unrealistic as musicians
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currently pick and choose their repertoire in
the 21* century. Bartok now looms as just as
important or central to repertoire as
Schoenberg. Both remain highly significant
figures, but | think Bartdk will penetrate far-
ther into the future. That is how it seems in
2017, looking back at some of the arguments
advanced in the late 20th century by Adorno
and others.

V. Bartdk’s Lyricism

I would like to close by mentioning what |
hear as Bartok’s lyrical voice. When | hear
Bartok’s greatest moments | am reminded of
what his American contemporary Charles
lves said: “dissonances are becoming beauti-
ful.” What is dissonant and disturbing and
what is consonant and pleasing is a matter of
culture and taste and both Ives and Bartok
expanded our ability to understand this.
Today we don't need the percussive and
abrasive Bartok only. We can reinterpret him
to hear his softer, gentler side as well. An
obvious example of Bartok's subtler side is to
be heard in the hypnotic and mysterious "Az
éjszaka zenéje” (The Night's Music) with its
unusual polytonality. This is the softer penul-
timate piece in the Szabadban (Out of Doors)
suite of 1926. It is touchingly mentioned in
Peter Bartok’s book about his father and Pe-
ter specifically mentions the specifically
Hungarian frog sounds (the frogs of the
Sz6ll6s) in the score, singing out, but also oc-
casionally jumping into the water, and which
become more and more haunting as the
piece develops over time.” Here Bartok ex-
pands musical vocabulary, taking us closer to
natural soundin the world around us than
even Debussy managed to do, and incorpo-
rates echoes of the characteristic Hungarian
peasant culture that fascinated him. His use
of polytonality and modal scales is much less
crude than what we find, say in Stravinsky’s
Petrushka, in which the Petrushka puppet is

" BARTOK, My Father, 163.
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evoked by white and black notes, C and F-
sharp chords, played simultaneously. And
the sounds of human-made music, heard
from a distance, as if by a listener absorbed
in a natural setting amidst the woods and
ponds, music played back in the village, mix-
es in with the natural sounds of the frog
ponds in the most haunting way. Human
music and natural music are in completely
different keys, but, after sounding out sepa-
rately, toward the end of this remarkable
piece, they combine fluently together all at
once. Here we have, not merely bitonality,
but rather, one of the loveliest examples of
tritonality in music. Frogs (repeatedly in the
same ostinato pattern) and bird sounds,
supporting “nature” chords, and human vil-
lage music all exist in three separate but
equally important musical spheres of activi-
ty, each with a distinctly different tonal cen-
ter.

It is a great technical achievement and
completely charming. Only a great master
could have put this all together. It is not driv-
ing and percussive, attributes commonly at-
tributed to Bartok at the expense of many
other qualities in his music. Instead it is ethe-
real, delicate, extremely atmospheric, and
yet at the same time far more radical than
anything Debussy or Stravinsky invented. Al-
so, Bartok the master pianist, here creates a
unique new expansion of explicitly pianistic
vocabulary. Going beyond the innovations of
Stravinsky, Debussy, and Darius Milhaud,
Bartok’s multi-layered composition for “The
Night's Music” is much more complex, and it
creates a haunting and lovely effect never
heard before in the piano repertoire. Sub-
limely modern, sublimely beautiful, sublime-
ly new.

Bibliography

ADORNO, Theodor Wiesengrund. Philosophy
of Modern Music. Translated by Anne
MITCHELL and Wesley BLOMSTER. New
York: Continuum, 1973.

BARTOK, Peter. My Father. Homosassa, Florida:
Bartok Records, 2002.

HerTz, David Michael. The Tuning of Word:
The Musico-literary Poetics of the Symbolist
Movement. Carbondale: Southern lllinois
University Press, 1987.

LAkI, Peter, ed., Bartok and His World.
Princeton: Princeton University Press,
1995.

SZEGEDY-MASZAK, Mihaly. “Bartok and Liter-
ature”. Hungarian Studies: A Journal Of
The International Association For Hungari-
an Studies And Balassi Institute 15 (2001):
24,5-254.

SZEGEDY-MASZAK, Mihaly. “Bartok’s Place in
Cultural History”. Studia Musicologica
Academiae Scientiarum Hungaricae 41, no.
4 (2000): 457-465.

SZEGEDY-MASZAK, Mihaly. “From Text to Music:
Bartok’s Approach to Literary-

Works"”. Hungarian Heritage 7 (2006): 30—
34-

TARUSKIN, Richard. Stravinsky and the Russian
Traditions. Vol 1. Oakland, CA: University
of California Press, 2016.



Marcel Breuer:

THEATRON, VOL. 15. NO. 4. (2021): 69-76.

Last of the First Moderns / First of the Last Moderns

ROBERT McCARTER

Abstract: Marcel Breuer (1902—1981) is one
of the most important architects and de-
signers of the second generation of Modern-
ism. Yet today, more than 35 years after his
death, Breuer is most often remembered for
his furniture designs, while his architectural
works have largely disappeared from disci-
plinary discourse. Breuer may be said to have
stood between the first generation of mod-
ernists, such as Mies van der Rohe, whose
accomplishments he matched, and the sec-
ond generation of modernists such as Louis
Kahn, who were his true contemporaries.
Yet Breuer could be said not to belong either
to the first or second generation, never em-
bracing what he characterized as the dog-
matic modernism of the glass curtain wall,
but also rejecting the idea that modern ar-
chitecture was a monolithic conception.
Having begun his career with his 1934 lecture
critiquing modernism from the inside, Breuer
consistently rejected the critiques of
modernism coming from the outside during
the last 25 years of his career, when modern-
ism was declared to be dead, and practition-
ers such as Breuer were labeled “late mod-
ernists.” Standing between the first and the
last moderns, Breuer may be understood as
the last of the first moderns and the first of
the last moderns.

At the Beginning of Modernism

In spring 1920, Marcel Breuer left his
hometown of Pécs to attend the Akademie
der bildenden Kinste in Vienna. Despite his
high expectations, Breuer was deeply disap-
pointed when he arrived to the school, find-
ing everyone occupied with discussions of

aesthetic theory and not with the actual
making of art. He walked out of the Acade-
my the same day, and two months later his
architect friend from Pécs, Fred Forbat, gave
Breuer “a little brochure from the Weimar
Bauhaus.”

When Breuer, then 19, arrived in Weimar
to join the Bauhaus, the school was only a
year old, and his arrival also coincided with
the first time Bauhaus students were taught
the Vorkurs or Preliminary Course, a six-
month course of instruction required of all
Bauhaus students that imparted the funda-
mentals and principles of form, material and
design process. Arguably the most im-
portant contribution to art and architecture
education of the Bauhaus, the Vorkurs was
initially taught by Johannes Itten, who left
the Bauhaus before Breuer had completed
his studies, at which time the Hungarian
Laszlo Moholy-Nagy took over the teaching
of the Vorkurs, joined a few years later by
Josef Albers, who entered the Bauhaus as a
student at the same time as Breuer.

Paul Klee joined the Bauhaus faculty as a
Master in 1920, the same year that Breuer
enrolled. In his courses Klee endeavored to
teach students “how to see” and how to
shape movement through space, and Breuer
considered Klee to be one of the most influ-
ential teachers he ever had. Breuer later re-
called how, during a lecture at the black-
board, Klee “drew an arrow pointing to the
right, wrote over it ‘Movement,’ then anoth-
er one pointing towards the left with the

* Isabelle HYMAN, Marcel Breuer, Architect:
The Career and the Buildings (New York: Har-
ry Abrams, 2001), 39—41.
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caption ‘Counter Movement.’ It took the au-
dience some time to discover that with the
second arrow he changed the crayon into his
left hand and wrote ‘Counter Movement’
from right to left.”?

From the beginning, Breuer's Bauhaus
furniture designs indicated his interest in the
shaping of forms to the structural and func-
tional demands of occupation, and the way
the weight of the human body caused the
frame to flex was a foremost reason for his
favoring cantilever spring steel tube chair
structures. In contrast to the chairs, Breuer’s
wood cabinetry and tables were character-
ized not so much by lightness and literal
transparency as by complexly interwoven
rectangular volumes of layered thickness
and mass, their surfaces clad in rotating, pin-
wheeling, asymmetrical compositions. Breu-
er's later architecture was ordered by the
same principles as his chairs and cabinetry—
forms boldly shaped to structural and func-
tional demands, which were often enclosed
by surfaces composed of dynamically inter-
locking patterns.

In his preface to Klee's notebooks from
his Bauhaus courses, posthumously pub-
lished as The Thinking Eye, the art historian
Giulio Carlo Argan wrote:

It was Breuer who perceived the real
significance of Klee's teaching at the
Bauhaus. [...] The tubular furniture in-
vented by Breuer in 1925, thread-like,
suspended in improbable yet faultless
equilibrium [...] animated by a silent
and vaguely ambiguous vitality [...] is
certainly born of Klee's nervous and in-
tense graphics, and the currents of
strength which he infuses into his lines.
The furniture inhabits man'’s space like
Klee's images inhabit the space of his
slanting and oblique perspectives, and

* Marcel BREUER, Buildings and Projects, 1921
1961 (New York: Frederick A. Praeger, 1962),
256.

of the mobile depths of his tonal layers.
The furniture too is born of an invisible
dynamic of space, and whilst fulfilling
its function with impeccable accuracy,
traces a new dimension in which rela-
tions are clarified.”?

Making a Modern Tradition

Peter Blake began his book, the first on
Breuer’s work, with a story: "One day, in the
late 1920s, Marcel Breuer and Le Corbusier
were talking together about southeastern
Europe and its architecture. When Breuer
mentioned that he had been born in Pécs, Le
Corbusier at once began to describe the
[Hungarian vernacular] buildings in that area
as he recalled them from his travels.”*
Breuer gave a lecture at the Swiss Werk-
bund in Zurich in 1934, entitled "Where do
we stand?,” in which he argued against the
“traditional” works of academically-trained
architects, and for vernacular architecture,
which he maintained shared with modern ar-
chitecture two common traits; “the imper-
sonal character of their forms; and a tenden-
cy to develop along typical, rational lines
that are unaffected by passing fashions.”
Breuer held that vernacular works are the re-
sult of “their uninterrupted transmission
through local and family associations, which
conditions their development and ultimately
standardizes them as type-forms.” Arguing
against architecture as fashion, he stated;
“We are not out to create something new,
but something suitable, intrinsically right
and as relatively perfect as may be. [...]
Though we have no fear of what is new, nov-
elty is not our aim. We seek what is definite
and real, whether old or new.” Breuer went

3 Paul KLEE, Notebooks: The Thinking Eye, 2
Vols. (London: Lund Humphries, 1961), 1:17.
[1956 German original.]

“ Peter BLAKE, Marcel Breuer: Architect and
Designer (New York: Architectural Record
Books and Museum of Modern Art, 1949), 7.



on to say, “Architecture seems worthy of no-
tice to me only in proportion as it produces
an effect on our senses. | care a great deal
whether | feel at ease in the finished build-
ing.”

In 1938, one year after hiring Breuer to
teach at Harvard, Dean Joseph Hudnut orga-
nized an exhibition of Breuer's work, inviting
Henry-Russell Hitchcock, America’s fore-
most modern architectural historian and co-
curator (with Philip Johnson) of the 1932 Mu-
seum of Modern Art “International Style”
exhibit, to write a critical essay. In “"Marcel
Breuer and the American Tradition in Archi-
tecture,” Hitchcock argued that, unlike
American modernists, the European mod-
ernists were able to look past the historicist
“traditional” architectural styles typically ap-
plied to American architecture built of wood,
brick and stone, and to see the potential of
these materials to be used to construct
modern architecture:

Breuer, working from the special facili-
ties of modern civilization, was ready
to use rough stonework and timber
construction with the ease and simplic-
ity of a rural American carpenter-
builder, and yet with all the technical
imagination and aesthetic purity of the
modern.®

As an example of this modern use of wood,
in 1948-9 Breuer designed two vacation cot-
tages at Wellfleet, Massachusetts, for his
family and that of his friend, Gyorgy Kepes, a
Hungarian-born visual designer who taught
at the Institute of Design in Chicago before
being appointed as Professor of Visual De-
sign in the architecture school at MIT. Kepes

> |bid. 119-122.

® Henry Russell HiTcHcock, Marcel Breuer and
the American Tradition in Architecture (Un-
published manuscript, Harvard University
Archives, 1938), 2, 17.
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was the author of a series of important
books on visual thinking, such as The Lan-
guage of Vision (1944) and Structure in Art
and Science (1965), which built on the Bau-
haus educational legacy.

Breuer's 1949 MoMA model house, with
its fusion of contemporary forms and tradi-
tional materials, served as his definitive an-
swer to the debate that ensued at the Febru-
ary 1948 MoMA symposium, entitled, "What
is Happening to Modern Architecture?” The
symposium included presentations by the
historians and critics Henry Russell Hitch-
cock, Frederick Gutheim, Peter Blake, Talbot
Hamlin and Lewis Mumford, and the archi-
tects Walter Gropius, George Nelson, Ralph
Walker, Gerhard Kallmann, Breuer and the
landscape architect Christopher Tunnard. In
a “Skyline” article in the New Yorker maga-
zine, Lewis Mumford, the American historian
and critic, set the main themes of the discus-
sion by arguing against “the impersonal and
the aesthetically puritanical,” which he said
were characteristics of the “mechanical rig-
orists” who practiced International Style ar-
chitecture. He charged that, by ignoring “the
non-formal elements” of architecture, the
“rigorists [...] neglected the feelings, the sen-
timents, and the interests of the person who
was to occupy” the building they designed.
Rejecting Le Corbusier's famous aphorism,
Mumford said “the modern accent is on liv-
ing, not on the machine,” and he championed
the “native and humane form of modernism”
represented by the architecture of the San
Francisco Bay Region that he said "“took
root” fifty years ago.’

Breuer’s talk responded almost point by
point to Mumford’s article, and was also a
forceful statement of what he believed about
architecture:

| don't feel a very strong impulse to set

7 Lewis MUMFORD, “What is Happening to Mod-
ern Architecture?”, The Museum of Modern
Art Bulletin 15, No. 3 (2948): 2.
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*human’ (in the best sense of the word)
against ‘formal.’ If *human’ is consid-
ered identical with redwood all over
the place, orif it is considered identical
with imperfection and imprecision, |
am against it. [...] If ‘international style’
is considered identical with mechanical
and impersonal rigor-ism, down with
international style. [...] However, this
controversy was in order, | am afraid,
about 25 years ago. Since then, many
things have happened. For instance,
just as Sullivan did not eat his function-
alism as hot as he cooked it, Le Corbu-
sier did not build his machine for living:
His houses are not so much machines
for living as, for instance, the three
thousand family housing developments
of the West Coast, the same pseudo-
prefabricated houses, hill up, hill down,
in rigid rows or in rigid curves. [...]
‘Human' it seems to me should mean
more that just a pleasant tolerance of
imperfection and an easygoingness as
to the precision of thinking, as to the
quality of planning, as to the conse-
quences of materials, details, and con-
struction. [Rather] the most contrasting
elements of our nature should be brought
to happiness at the same time, in the
same work. [...] The drive towards ex-
periment is there, together with and in
contrast to the warm joy of security at
the fireplace. [...] The perfection of
construction and detail is there, to-
gether with and in contrast to simplici-
ty, broadmindedness of form and use.
The courage of conception is there, to-
gether with and in contrast to humble
responsibility towards the client. The
sensation of man-made space, geome-
try, and architecture is there, together
with and in contrast to organic forms of
nature and of man.®

® Marcel BREUER, “What is Happening to Mod-
ern Architecture?”, The Museum of Modern

Perfecting the Types

Breuer began his 1934 Zurich lecture by stat-
ing; “In the past | have been opposed to
much of this theorizing about the New Archi-
tecture, believing that our job was to build,
and that our buildings sufficed, since they
speak plainly enough for themselves. [...]
The danger of all theorizing is that, by carry-
ing one’s arguments too far, one is apt to
leave the world of reality behind.” Breuer ar-
gued for a kind of autodidactic approach to
engaging contemporary reality that comes
directly from his Bauhaus beginnings; “What
we believe is what we have perceived, expe-
rienced, thought, proved and calculated for
ourselves.” Yet Breuer noted that, rather
than clarifying common principles and pass-
ing them on to the younger generations:

The protagonists of the Modern Move-
ment have been occupied with the
classification and development of their
own intellectual principles and the car-
rying out of their individual designs.?

The most important characteristic of mod-
ern architecture, according to Breuer, was
“the principle of clarity,” which was reflected
in a building’s structural precision, appropri-
ate enclosure of practical functions, and
simplicity and rationality of form. In arguing
for the close relation between vernacular
works and modern architecture, Breuer
found that both involved the search for type-
forms that were appropriate to the task and
perfected through repeated refinement over
time:

One element of such clarified architec-
ture is the type. That is an object or
building that can be said to have been
established and relatively perfected

Art Bulletin 15, No. 3 (1948): 4—20, 15.
9 BLAKE, Marcel Brevuer..., 119-122.



through a comparatively large number
of decisions. The Modern Movement
has tenaciously pursued the type, the
standard.™

In this, Breuer was following the lead of,
among others, Frank Lloyd Wright, whose
early Prairie Houses, from 1900-20, later
Usonian Houses, starting in 1930, were de-
veloped from a few primary plan-types.
Many other characteristics of Breuer’s archi-
tecture were inspired by Wright's ways of
conceiving and constructing what he called
“the space within,” as can be heard in Breu-
er's 1955 definition of architecture as “the art
of space:”

The nature of the space within our
buildings and between them is indeed
the reality of architecture. [...] The eye
is the only receiving instrument in the
experience of painting. But we have
seen that the experience of architec-
ture is received by the whole body, by
all our senses—including our sense of
logic. It is not only an eye aesthetic, it
is a physical aesthetic.™

It should be remembered that the large ma-
jority of Breuer’s houses were built during
the period in which Wright, the greatest
American architect of houses, was still ac-
tively practicing. Despite working in Wright's
shadow, Breuer’s house designs nevertheless
exercised considerable influence on his con-
temporaries (including Louis Kahn) because
they offered, alongside the houses of Wright
and very few other architects, a materially
rich, spatially varied and place-based alter-
native to the stultifying uniformity of typical
suburban developer housing.

** Joachim DRILLER, Breuer Houses (London:
Phaidon Press, 2000), 40.

™ Peter BLAKE, ed., Marcel Breuver: Sun and
Shadow: The Philosophy of an Architect (Lon-
don: Longmans, Green and Co., 1956), 64.
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Clarifying the Themes

In the religious, institutional and commercial
buildings that were built to his designs start-
ing in the 1950s, Breuer evolved his charac-
teristic emphases on the expression of struc-
ture, and on surface depth and modulation
of the building skin, stating in 1964:

To us clarity means the definite ex-
pression of the purpose of a building
and a sincere expression of its struc-
ture. One can regard this sincerity as a
sort of moral duty [and] a very basic in-
stinct.™

The emergence of visible structure, and its
“sincere expression” in Breuer's work, was
paralleled and made possible by his en-
gagement of reinforced cast-in-place struc-
tural and finish concrete, as well as precast
concrete facade components. In this way, as
Breuer said; “The structure itself became
art.”*® Regarding reinforced concrete, Breuer
believed; “no other material has the poten-
tial of such complete and convincing fusion
between structure, enclosure and surface.”**
Breuer engaged his remarkable skills as a
maker of plastic form, first developed at the
Bauhaus, in the construction of folded and
faceted concrete enclosures:

The art of architectural composition
lies in assembling simple, elemental
forms [...] The space bounded by such
elements can be free and fluid [...] but
the components encompassing it will
be crystalline.™

** BREUER, Buildings and Projects..., 258.

3 1bid.

* Tician PAPACHRISTOU, Marcel Breuer: New
Buildings and Projects (New York: Frederick
A. Praeger, 1970), 22.

*> Paul HEYER, Architects on Architecture (New
York: Walker and Co., 1966), 267.
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Breuer described his reasoning for employ-
ing precast concrete for facades:

The glass wall—as an expression of
modern technology—seems to conflict
with technology itself. The search for
an exterior that would integrate the
demands of an enclosure goes parallel
with a new approach to the technique
and aesthetic of precast concrete. Both
lead us to architectural solutions that
can be called ‘molded,” and which have
the characteristics of a facade unat-
tainable in any other familiar modern
material. The large prefabricated pan-
els can be designed for a variety of
technical requirements: they may be
load-bearing and structural; they may
offer chases and hollows for pipes and
ducts [...]; they may form projections
for sun protection [...] What about aes-
thetics? A new depth of facade is
emerging; a three-dimensionality with
a resulting greatly expanded vocabu-
lary of architectural expression.™

Starting in the early 1960s, Breuer character-
ized the often highly praised office buildings
by many of his leading contemporaries, par-
ticularly those following the glass curtain
wall and skeletal structure school of Mies van
der Rohe, as being dogmatic modern archi-
tecture, as opposed to what he called good
architecture that achieves a balance be-
tween solid and void, thick and thin:

The ancient temples could be consid-
ered sculpture. So could Stonehenge
and the Maya buildings of Yucatan. [...]
[Today] space itself is again sculpture
into which one enters. [...] ‘Sculpture’
has not signified in this talk a three-
dimensional decoration of a building,
but rather the three-dimensional na-
ture of the whole and of its organic de-

*® PAPACHRISTOU, Marcel Brever..., 13.

tails—the sun and shadow of its modu-
lation, the contours of its structure, the
surface relief and texture of its materi-
al. [...] We are now in the flow of transi-
tion from modern architecture to good
architecture, from transparent architec-
ture to one that sets solid elements next
to transparency, and a new plasticity
next to lineal purity. An architecture uni-
fying vivid contrasts and demonstrat-
ing a much broader vocabulary.”

Last of the First Moderns /
First of the Last Moderns

When Breuer died on 1 July 1981, he was
hailed in Newsweek as “the last modernist.”
(August 17" 1981). While this is an accurate
assessment of his unique place in the mod-
ern movement, it does not capture the com-
plexity of his position in relation to his con-
temporaries. Breuer was preceded in death
by all of the first generation of modernists,
including Wright, Le Corbusier, Mies van der
Rohe and Gropius, as well as by many of the
second generation, including Saarinen, Kahn,
Aalto and Scarpa. As an architect, Breuer
was caught between the first generation of
modernists, whose accomplishments he
matched, and the second generation of
modernists such as Kahn, who were his true
contemporaries. Yet Breuer could be said
not to belong to either generation, having
never been willing to embrace what he char-
acterized as the dogmatic modernism of the
glass curtain wall, but also rejecting the idea
that modern architecture was a monolithic
conception. Having begun his career with his
1934 lecture critiquing modernism from the
inside, Breuer consistently rejected the cri-
tiques of modernism coming from the out-
side during the last 25 years of his career,
when modernism was declared to be dead,
and practitioners such as Breuer were la-

"7 DRILLER, Breuer Houses, 216—218.



beled “late modernists.” Standing between
the first and the last moderns, Breuer may
be understood as the last of the first
moderns and the first of the last moderns.

Breuer was the last of the first moderns in
his attitude towards the history of the disci-
pline. Reflecting less the historically engaged
approach of those who taught at the Bau-
haus, where students analyzed historical ex-
amples, and more the “scientific” approach
taken by Gropius at the GSD Harvard, where
the history of architecture was banished
from the curriculum, Breuer’s design process
centered on function, structure and modern
form, not historical precedent; “The archi-
tect of our day works without formal prece-
dents. His methods are analysis, synthesis,
invention, and experiment.”18 Yet in later
years Breuer voiced reservations about the
modernist refusal of history:

A great many tendencies are empha-
sized today: inventiveness, structure,
plastic modulation, preoccupation with
scale, and regrettably, the all-is-per-
missible-to-the-genius tendency. This
is due partly to the original emphasis of
modern architecture on freedom from
traditional precedents.™

Breuer was both the last of the first modern-
ists and the first of the last moderns as re-
gards environmental tempering. While in the
early European work, he employed passive
methods of heating and cooling that today
would be called “sustainable,” when the
scale of his work increased starting in the
1950s, the solar-glass and louver sunshade
systems he deployed repeatedly failed.
Breuer claimed it was his abandonment of
the thin lightweight materials typical of
modernism, and his adoption of massive
precast concrete facades that made for bet-
ter climate tempering in his later buildings,

*8 BREUER, Buildings and Projects..., 252.
9 HEYER, Architects on Architecture, 269.
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but in fact it was the universal application of
air-conditioning that made interior comfort
possible.

Breuer was the first of the last moderns in
that, after his death, Klaus Herdeg charac-
terized Breuer and his Harvard students’
works as “decorated diagrams,” where sim-
ple building volumes are given facades with
strong formal patterns and material tex-
tures. But Breuer was hardly alone in this
emphasis on the formal patterning of the fa-
cade, particularly of office buildings, and in
fact this debate goes back to the beginning
of modern architecture in the US; to the con-
trast between the focus on the shaping of fa-
cades and parallel lack of plan development
in the office buildings of Louis Sullivan, and
the focus on the shaping of interior space in
plan, with the exterior facade as later result-
ant, to be found in the designs of Sullivan’s
protégé, Frank Lloyd Wright.

In Breuer's case, critics and historians
have argued it was his repetitive use of pre-
cast concrete elements on building facades
that was the problem. However the repeti-
tion of fagade elements underlies both the
neo-classicism with which the post-modern
historicists wished to replace late modern-
ism in the 1970s, an idea for which Breuer
had only contempt, and the prefabricated
terra-cotta facade panels cladding Louis Sul-
livan’s early modern office buildings, which
are the primary precursors for Breuer's pre-
cast cladding. Repetition alone is not the
problem, and Breuer’s facades are closer in
spirit to those of Sullivan than to those of the
post-modernists primarily because of their
capacity to represent the functional varia-
tions of the spaces within the building. In this
last case, it was the uniformity that charac-
terizes the space within bureaucratic office
buildings challenged both Sullivan and Breu-
er, as there is quite literally nothing on the
inside to re-present on the outside.

Breuer, not having the stature of the first
generation of modernists, such as Wright, Le
Corbusier or Gropius, was criticized for the
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failings of all of them. While Mies van der
Rohe, when accused of repeating designs,
forms and details, could dismissively—and
quite accurately—state; “You don’t invent
architecture every Monday morning,” Breuer
remained remarkably balanced in his as-
sessment of modern architecture, often
pointing out both the strengths and weak-
nesses of what, to his way of seeing, was not
and had never been a monolithic movement.
He was also balanced in his assessment of
his own stature and achievements as an ar-
chitect, pointedly stating that his goals were
to make what he defined as “good” architec-
ture and, equally important, to run a success-
ful professional architectural practice. Breuer
succeeded at both, a rare feat virtually un-
matched by any of his contemporaries, who
tended to choose between these goals, con-
sidering them mutually exclusive.

Breuer’'s remarkable dual success went
largely unnoticed by the architectural critics
and historians of his time, who, never having
practiced architecture, often failed to recog-
nize that, while they were free to select
which buildings to critique, the architects
they criticize rarely if ever had the chance to
select which commissions they were given,
which buildings they were asked to design,
and which designs that circumstances will
allow to be built. Yet, as the years pass, the
criticisms of Breuer's works have faded,
while the larger lessons the buildings teach,
and their exemplary qualities as places of in-
habitation, have grown ever stronger. Breu-
er's goal of "good” architecture, and his con-
comitant refusal to use the word “great” to
describe the architecture he was endeavor-
ing to make, were paralleled by his self-
deprecating humor, evidenced in a letter to
his client and friend Jacques Koerfer; “All my
life | have been wondering how somebody
can be a genius from morning to evening.”*°

** HYMAN, Marcel Breuer, Architect..., 19.
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From the Bauhaus to My House:

Migration of Ideas — a Personal Account

PETER MAGYAR

Abstract: By paraphrasing Tom Wolfe's title,
| am risking the accusation, that this talk is
about myself. However, | intend to use my
example, as a case study.

Institutions and ideas — related to, and
subjects of, this conference — played very
important part in my life, from the beginning
of my education up to the present time. The
cyclic voyages of people and ideas travelled
from east to west, and vice versa. Some-
times, their directions of movements coin-
cided, other times pointed in opposing des-
tinations.

Born as a Hungarian, at first | learned,
that people, who wanted to obtain a special
education, traveled to the West. Between
the two world wars, more often — as my fa-
ther also did — to Germany.

Farkas Molnar, a Weimar Bauhausean,
was born forty years earlier than I. Yet, one if
my professors — as a young architect —was in
the same circles with him, after his return.
Also, one of my high-school classmate,
Janos Fajo, was and still is the most im-
portant follower of Lajos Kassak. And for the
last 18 years, at least once, but many times
twice, | am serving as guest critic at the Des-
sau International Architecture School, which
is the anointed heir of the Bauhaus. So, my
second-hand experience with the Bauhaus
ideas during my education are promoted to
personal involvement with them in the pre-
sent time.

| hope, these outlined conditions enable
me for presenting a short summary of the
transferences and mutations of the Avant
Garde credos, locus of their origin might have
been in Germany, but their influence has
been always International.

From The Bauhaus to My House...

The proper way to begin this short presenta-
tion is, to start with a disclaimer. As a Hun-
garian architect, | do not consider myself a
scholar, but only a person, who observed
certain recurring elements in his extensive
works in architectural design, and applied
these in his academic involvement in differ-
ent universities in Europe, Africa and the
Americas. Considering these facts, maybe
the personal aspects of my references will be
forgiven.

Accordingly, | start with describing some
events, happened within the last twenty
years. During my stay at the Florida Atlantic
University, where | was the founding director
of the School of Architecture (between 1996
to 2007), | came to know Professor Alfred
Jacoby, who in 1999 became the director of
the Dessau Institute of Architecture, today
the Dessau International Architecture School
(DIA). It is an internationally accredited
Graduate School, active on the site of the
Bauhaus, but has a new campus there. In the
year of its maiden voyage, 7 of the 12 first
year students came from my school. Conse-
quently, for the last 18 years, | have partici-
pated in its educational process, as an exter-
nal examiner, or in some cases, as the chair
of the jury of the graduate thesis competi-
tions. There was the opportunity to come
across and become friends of Attilio Terrag-
ni, the grand-nephew of Giusseppe Terragni,
the latter, one of the main characters of Ital-
ian modern Avant-Garde.

My presentation to this 34th Gyorgy
Ranki Hungarian Chair Conference, (See Fig.
1. on Plate XXI.) happens through the inter-
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vention of my esteemed friend, Ruth and
Norman Moore Professor of Architecture,
Robert McCarter, so | was invited by Profes-
sor Dr. Andras Kappanyos. May | express my
sincere thanks and appreciations to both of
them, and for the University of Indiana!

Bartdk, Moholy-Nagy, Kassak and Breuer,
all Hungarians. With my next Image (Bartok
in Dessau), | would like to tie them, directly
or at least indirectly, to my education. (See
Fig. 2. on Plate XXI.) On the left, stands Wal-
ter Gropius, the director of the Bauhaus in
Dessau. In the middle, is Béla Bartdk. On his
left, Paul Klee, painter, pedagogue, guiding
spirit of the establishment of the educational
process of the Bauhaus.

Architecture, music and painting, three
important fields of the avant-garde! It is not
too inappropriate to mention the role of
Hungarians in all of these three fields. Mar-
cell Breuer, Béla Bartok, Lajos Kassak and
Laszlé Moholy-Nagy — names, all on the post-
er. All of them —in an important but indirect
way, on the second-tier level — played im-
portant roles in my life.

Some of my professors at the Technical
University were educated at the Bauhaus and
many were taught by Dessau educated per-
sons. Interesting to note, that although all
were involved in social issues, they were not
all socialists, or communist.

During the communist system, due to the
governmental support of everything “folks...”,
Zoltan Kodaly, the folks-musicologist, Béla
Bartok’s compadre, received a nationalized
castle in the vicinity of my town, for an Insti-
tute of Music Education. Consequently, in
the music school of our town, the best of the
best taught willing and able students (I had
the will, but it was not enough, to learn my
favorite instrument, the violin-cello).

My classmate, Janos Fajo, was the only
pupil of Lajos Kassak. Even today, he contin-
ues to evolve his master’s artistic direction,
and participates on exhibitions, as we speak.

To bring in the fourth name on the poster
to my presentation, after this short introduc-
tion, | will show mostly the works of another

Hungarian architect of the avant-garde, Far-
kas Molnar. He was working with Marcell
Breuer several instances in his life, and also
started out in the Bauhaus, however not at
Dessau, but at its first location, in Weimar.
This is the point, where | will continue with
images, explaining quickly their relevance to
the topic of this conference. Architecture is a
non-verbal communication, therefore the
images are absolutely necessary, to convey
the essence of my presentation.

List of illustrations

Figure 1: Poster of the Conference. Four of
the five names on it are the signatures of
Hungarians

Figure 2: Photo from unknown source, with
Walter Gropius on the left, Béla Bartdk at
the middle, and Paul Klee on the right, at
the balcony of the Bauhaus building, Des-
sau.

Figure 3: Drawing of Farkas Molnar: a house
and studio for Lajos Kassak - made while
their stay in the Bauhaus at Weiman.

Figure 4: Image of Orvieto, ltaly, by Farkas
Molnar, 1921.

Figure 5: Orvieto "Spaceprints," analytical
drawings by author, 2015.

Figure 6: Painting by Farkas Molnar. The
"Red Cube" reference is clearly visible at
the upper left corner.

Figure 7: Male nude with houses and a flying
contraption — drawing of Farkas Molnar.
Figure 8: The “Red Cube" villa, by Farkas

Molnar

Figure 9: The model of the "Red Cube,"
made for, and exhibited at the First Salon
of Hungarian Architecture 2014, in the
Kunsthalle, Budapest.

Figure 10: Drawing of author, of the house in
the Castle District, by Peter Reimholz. It is
part of the album, containing 129 draw-
ings, which were drawn as a graphic essay
of the previously mentioned exhibition,
published with the title: “Travel Sketches
by Peter Magyar.”



Figure 11: Drawing and photo from another
exhibition in 1931, of the works of Farkas
Molnar, in Budapest

Figure 12: Some of the houses of a group of
villas, influenced by Farkas Molnar, and
other works from the Bauhaus. They were
quite similar to the contemporary Weisenhof
Siedlung in Germany — at the time and in
the same location, around the early
Thirties.

Figure 13: The book on Farkas Molnar, the
scholarly volume of Andrds Ferkai, the
source of most of the pertinent infor-
mation on the architect, and of his life.

Figure 14: A book, published in 1998 by MIT
Press, contains two chapters from the au-
thor of the previous book, Andras Ferkai.
In the last one, "Chapter 12, Hungarian
Architecture in the Post-War Years," on
pages 286 and 307, he mentions 'a group
of progressive young architects,” working
at the design office “Iparterv.” These are:
Istvan Janaky, Péter Reimholz, Antal Laz-
ar, and Péter Magyar.

Figure 15: Photo of the young Antal Lazar
and Péter Reimholz, who designed to-
gether the much awarded "Domus" de-
partment store in Budapest.
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Figure 16: The Photo of the recently com-
pleted Sports and Cultural Center, Buda-
pest. Co-designed by Antal Lazar, DLA
and Dr. Péter Magyar.

Figure 17: Photo of Antal Lazar and Ern6 Ru-
bik (Yes, the Rubik-Cube) — Partners and
owners of the A&D Studio, which pro-
duced the construction document of the
previous project.

Figure 18: Architect Attilio Terragni, in front
of one of his paintings.

Figure 19: Cultural Center and Museum to
Como, Italy (at the center of the picture),
designed by one of the students in Attilio
Terragni's studio at the Dessau International
Architecture School, in 2016. At the right
edge of the image the famous "House of
Fascism,” designed by Giuseppe Terragni.

Figure 20: The atelier of Janos F3jo, the only
pupil of Lajos Kassak; his paintings are
meant to be the variation on, and evolu-
tion of the works of his master.

Figure 21: The medal of "Pro Architectura
Hungarica," received by author from the
Association of Hungarian Architects (AHA)
in 2011. Sculptor Tamas Vigh. Interesting
revival of the style of the early Avant-
Garde, after 100 years.
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Fig. 1. Poster of the Conference.
Four of the five names on it are the signatures of Hungarians

Fig. 2. Photo from unknown source, with Walter Gropius on the left, Béla Bartok at the
middle, and Paul Klee on the right, at the balcony of the Bauhaus building, Dessau.
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Fig. 3. Drawing of Farkas Molnar: a house and studio for Lajos Kassak —
made while their stay in the Bauhaus at Weiman.
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Fig. 4. Image of Orvieto, Italy, by Farkas Molnar, 1921.
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Fig. 5. Orvieto "Spaceprints", Fig. 7. Male nude with houses
analytical drawings by author, and a flying contraption —
2015. drawing of Farkas Molnar.

Fig. 6. Painting by Farkas Molnar.
The "Red Cube" reference is clearly visible at the upper left corner.
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Fig. 8. The “Red Cube" villa, by Farkas Molnar

-

Fig. 10. Drawing of author, of the house in
the Castle District, by Peter Reimholz.
It is part of the album, containing 129
drawings, which were drawn as a graphic
essay of the previously mentioned
exhibition, published with the title:
“Travel Sketches by Peter Magyar”.

Fig. 9. The model of the "Red Cube," made for, and
exhibited at the First Salon of Hungarian
Architecture 2014, in the Kunsthalle, Budapest.
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Fig. 11. Drawing and photo from
another exhibition in 1931, of the
works of Farkas Molnar, in Budapest

Fig. 12. Some of the houses of a group of villas,
influenced by Farkas Molnar, and other works from
the Bauhaus. They were quite similar to the
contemporary Weisenhof Siedlung in Germany - at
the time and in the same location, around the early
Thirties

FERKAI ANDRAS

Fig. 14. A book, published in 1998 by MIT Press,
contains two chapters from the author of the
previous book, Andras Ferkai. In the last one,

"Chapter 12, Hungarian Architecture in the Post-
War Years," on pages 286 and 307, he mentions
'a group of progressive young architects,’
working at the design office “Iparterv.” These
are: Istvan Janaky, Péter Reimholz, Antal Lazar,
and Péter Magyar.

Fig. 13. The book on Farkas Molnar, the
scholarly volume of Andras Ferkai, the
source of most of the pertinent information
on the architect, and of his life.
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Fig. 15 Photo of the young Antal Lazar Fig. 17. Photo of Antal Lazar and Ern6 Rubik (Yes, the

and Péter Reimholz, who designed Rubik-Cube) — Partners and owners of the A&D
together the much awarded "Domus" Studio, which produced the construction document
department store in Budapest. of the previous project. (Between Lazar and Rubik

is Etele Barath.

Fig. 16. The Photo of the recently completed Sports and Cultural Center, Budapest. Co-
designed by Antal Lazar, DLA and Dr. Péter Magyar.
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Fig. 18. Architect Attilio Terragni, in front of one of his paintings.

Fig. 19. Cultural Center and Museum to Como, Italy (at the center of the picture),
designed by one of the students in Attilio Terragni's studio
at the Dessau International Architecture School, in 2016.
At the right edge of the image the famous "House of Fascism,”
designed by Giuseppe Terragni.
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Fig. 20. The atelier of Janos Fajd, the only pupil of Lajos Kassak;
his paintings are meant to be the variation on, and evolution of the works of his master.

Fig. 21. The medal of "Pro Architectura Hungarica," received by author
from the Association of Hungarian Architects (AHA) in 2011. Sculptor Tamas Vigh.
Interesting revival of the style of the early Avant-Garde, after 100 years.
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The MA (Today) and Tomorrow. Film Theory

and Practice in the Classical Neo-avant-garde

GABOR GELENCSER

Abstract: MA (‘Today’) published only a few
articles and documents about films, but
these were the most important ones in the
period of silent cinema. These articles con-
centrated around 1921, the starting point of
international avant-garde cinema (German
Expressionism, French Surrealism, the Soviet
montage film). The most important ones are
Victor Eggeling’s fundamental essay on
moving picture (published first in Hungarian
in Kassak’s periodical 1921 No. 8) and Laszld
Moholy-Nagy’s illustrated film plan (written
in 1921/22, published in an extra issue of
1924). The paper examines the theoretical
and historical context of the two texts and
their influences to the next avant-garde pe-
riod in Hungarian cinema of the 1960s and
1970s. It seeks to find connections between
the classical and neo-avant-garde period,
among others, in the fields of intermediality
and political sensibility, which are the most
particular attributes of the two periods, ex-
cept the fundamental difference, namely
that the classical period produced only theo-
retical works and plans, and no (Hungarian)
films, while the neo-avant-garde period had
both theoretical and practical outcomes, as
it can be seen in the life work of Gabor Bddy.

In this paper | examine the film theory of La-
jos Kassak’s journal entitled MA [Today] in
the context of the classical avant-garde
movement of the 1920s and the neo-avant-
garde movement of the 1960/70s. | first place
the texts on film published in the journal in
the context of the film theory and film histo-
ry of the 1920s, then | seek their influence on
later periods. Thus, on the one hand, we can
have an insight into the results of the classi-
cal avant-garde represented by MA at that
time, on the other hand, we can trace its im-

pact within the Hungarian neo-avant-garde,
evolving half a century later. In my view the
classical avant-garde and its historical im-
pact is well illustrated in light of these art-
works and ideas on film art.

First of all, let us see the facts. Three texts
on film art were published in the journal MA,
all of them in the first half of the 1920s, al-
ready in the issues of the journal published in
Vienna. The first one is Pal Acél’s short theo-
retical writing entitled Collective Motion (Ki-
no-Mechanics) in issue 1921/5. The second
one is Victor Eggeling’s article entitled Theo-
retical Arguments on Motion Picture Art as
well as his drawings created for his planned
film, the 1924 Symphonie Diagonale in issue
1921/8. Finally, the third one is Laszlé6 Mo-
holy-Nagy’s script entitled Film Sketch—
Dynamic of the Metropolis in the special issue
1924/8-9. All this does not seem like much in
the journal’s history of nine volumes and a
series of special issues between 1916 and
1925, however, the theoretical coherence
and historical context of the three writings
deserve special attention. The fact that the
articles are from the beginning of the 1920s
is equally important (Moholy-Nagy’s script
was also written around 1921-1922). This era
gave rise to the first avant-garde period of
silent film, among them German Expression-
ism, which greatly influenced these writers.
And finally, it is worth mentioning that all
the three articles were published in Vienna,
in the issues of the international status of
MA, appearing in the scene of the European
avant-garde. Furthermore, just like the jour-
nal itself and its editor-in-chief, the two
Hungarian authors of the film texts also lived
in emigration from 1919-1920.

Let us take a closer look at the theories
and historical context of the three articles.



The film director Pal Acél (1885-1949)
had been making feature films in his country
since 1914. His most important work was a
film made from the narrative poem The
Apostle by the 19" century poet Sandor
Petdfi; this film was lost, just like the majori-
ty of the Hungarian silent film heritage. In
1920 he emigrated to Austria. From his
short, one-page writing entitled Collective
Motion (Kino-Mechanics), which can be re-
garded as a definitive manifesto in the spirit
of the art theory of the age, rather than a
discursive argumentation, it is worth high-
lighting the ideas referring to the relation-
ship between Expressionism and motion pic-
tures. His passion is visible in the language
he uses: “expressive tool”, “expressive me-
chanics”, “monumental expressivity”. Fur-
ther on, the notion of “collectivity”, also ap-
pearing in the title with political connota-
tions, is a deciding element of the argumen-
tation. The thesis of Pal Acél’s writing is for-
mulated around the genre of the "Metropolis
film"” which first appeared in the avant-garde
film movement of the 1920s, and within that
genre, of several filmmakers. For the avant-
garde filmmakers of the age, the Metropolis
film represented the possibility that the cin-
ematographic idea of motion and the politi-
cal thought of the mass can appear simulta-
neously. The metropolis is the place where
the film medium is most at home, and re-
spectively, film is the new medium which can
most effectively express the new experience
of metropolises (motion/speed, crowd). Alt-
hough the word metropolis does not appear
in Pal Acél's text, several expressions of his
(“kino-mechanics”, “collective motion”, “force
exerted on the mass, massified culture”)
point towards the notion of the metropolis.
Thus it is not unfounded to assume that at
the time of publishing Acél’s article, Moholy-
Nagy, working on the Film Sketch—Dynamic
of the Metropolis at the time of appearance
of Acél's writing, is influenced by his compat-
riot’s ideas; his short script, as Eva Forgacs
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writes in her essay, is just “indulging in the
freedom of motion”.*

The inclusion of Viking Eggeling’s (1880-
1925) article among the discussed materials
deserves special explanation, as he was not a
Hungarian artist (he was born in Sweden and
carried out his artistic activity in Germany).
However, Eggeling’s fundamental article,
considered as a classic in early film theory,
was first published in MA in Hungarian
(without mentioning the translator), and lat-
er translations were made based on this text.
This mere fact indicates the significance of
MA in the avant-garde scene of the time. The
other important aspect is the publication of
the drawings accompanying the author’s
writing, among others, on the front cover of
the issue. Eggeling’s drawings are prelimi-
nary studies for his later abstract film, Sym-
phonie Diagonale (1924), also a classic. These
drawings can also be associated with Mo-
holy-Nagy'’s film plan, created at the time of
publication of Eggeling’s studies and draw-
ings. It is worth supplementing all this with
another illustration of the issue containing
Eggeling’s article, namely with the drawings
of Eggeling’s disciple, Hans Richter (1888-
1976). MA published “themes” from Richter’s
Fugue series on four pages. These drawings
can be regarded as the preliminary study for
the artist’s abstract etudes entitled Rhythm
(1921, 1923, 1925). Besides Eggeling, Richter
was another prominent artist of the German
avant-garde film art of the 1920s, and within
that, of the trend of abstract film (they
signed together the 1920 manifesto entitled
Universal Language). Even if he did not pub-
lish an article, his drawings appeared in MA.
In the 1920s in Berlin, Richter worked to-
gether with Moholy-Nagy: they were both
members of the Vienna Constructivist Group,
they jointly selected films for the 1929
Stuttgart review of avant-garde film and
photography, the FiFo, which would play an

* FORGACS Eva, ,,A megmozditott kép: Moholy-
Nagy Laszld”, Filmvildg 38, 4. sz. (1995): 44—
46, 46.
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important role in shaping Moholy-Nagy’s
thinking about film and in the films that he
started to make at that time.

Thus we arrive at the other determining
figure, besides Kassak, of classical avant-
garde, Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy (1895-1946).
Moholy-Nagy was the “Berlin representa-
tive” of MA, the journal regularly published
his artistic works; in 1921 a special issue was
dedicated to his artistic activity. His only tex-
tual material published in MA is the Film
Sketch—Dynamic of the Metropolis. The im-
portance of this work in the author’s oeuvre
is indicated by the fact that he republished
its revised version in German (Dynamik Der
Gross-Stadt: Skizze zu einem filmmanuskript
[Dynamic of the Metropolis: Sketch of a
manuscript for a film]) in his 1925 volume en-
titled Malerei, Photografie, Film (Painting,
Photography, Film), appearing in the Bau-
haus books series.” In the version published
in MA, the text is accompanied by drawings,
graphic as well as typographical signs, while
in the second version, published in the vol-
ume, drawings are replaced by photos. All
this proves, on the one hand, Moholy-Nagy’s
gesamkunstwerk artistic endeavour; on the
other hand, it illustrates the artistic path of
his attachment to film, namely his process of
approaching film through fine arts, then
photography. Krisztina Passuth writes in her
monograph on Moholy-Nagy: “The medium
of film would have not only been an explo-
sive expansion of artistic training, but an ar-
tistic self-realization for him.”> Would have
been..., as Moholy-Nagy could not make a
film out of this plan and as he unfortunately
never fully immersed himself in film. This
was perhaps the decisive moment when Mo-
holy-Nagy’s career remained primarily in the
domains of photography and fine arts. His
reception also focuses on this aspect of his

> MoHOLY-NAGY Laszld, Painting, Photography,
Film, trans. Janet SELIGMAN (London: Publisher
Lund Humphries, 1969), 124-137.

3 Krisztina PASSUTH, Ldszlé Moholy-Nagy
(London: Thames and Hudson, 1985), 113.

activity as well as on its connection with the
Bauhaus, though recently more and more at-
tention has been paid to his films.

From the perspective of the filmic materi-
als related to MA it is of major importance
that Moholy-Nagy’s first film, Marseille Vieux
Port (Alter Hafen in Marseille, 1929/32), and
his further silent films related to the years in
Germany, Berliner Stilleben (Berlin Still Life,
1931/32) and GrofSstadt Zigeuner (Gypsies,
1932/33), start from the conception of Film
Sketch—Dynamic of the Metropolis and be-
long to the avant-garde Metropolis films of
the 1920s. Only the abstract material of Ein
Lichtspiel schwarz-weiss-grau  (Light-Play
Black-White-Gray, 1930/32) is different; it
was inspired by his own Light-Space Modu-
lator (Lichtrequisit).

Thus Moholy-Nagy’s film plan published
in MA, then in the volume, could not be
completed, however, his later Metropolis
films can obviously be related to Film
Sketch—Dynamic of the Metropolis. It is also
worth mentioning that Light-Play Black-
White-Gray can be related to the constructiv-
ist works of Eggeling and Richter, publishing
in MA. In the chapter entitled Static and ki-
netic optical composition of the introduction
of Painting, Photography, Film, Moholy-Nagy
devoted special attention to the activity of
Eggeling and Richter and included the Sym-
phonie Diagonale in the visual material of the
volume as the example of “animated car-
toon”,* which he could watch at Eggeling’s
home projection in a friendly circle in 1924.°
However, Moholy-Nagy had already pub-
lished parts of Eggeling’s and Richter’s films
in the album entitled Book of New Artists,
jointly edited with Kassak and published in
Hungarian and German in Vienna in 1922.

* MOHOLY-NAGY, Painting..., 119.

> PETERNAK Miklds, ,A magyar avant-garde
film”, in F.L.L.M.: A magyar avant-garde film
torténete és dokumentumai, szerk. PETERNAK
Miklos, 5-51 (Budapest: Képzdémuivészeti
Kiado, 1991), 9.



We can see that the filmic materials ap-
pearing in MA are coherent as long as they
belong to the sphere of a) the Metropolis
films of the 1920s; b) the theory and practice
of abstract film. Moholy-Nagy represents the
connection between the two: Film Sketch—
Dynamic of the Metropolis, published in MA,
is one of the forerunners of the genre of the
Metropolis film, however, the drawings and
typographical signs render the text closer to
abstract signification. The above-mentioned
fact that the later publication of the Film
Sketch in the volume contains photos instead
of drawings, brings Moholy-Nagy’s plan much
closer to the classical avant-garde Metropo-
lis films created after 1925 (!), thus to his lat-
er films on Marseille, Berlin and the Berlin
Gypsies.

MA'’s place in the context of film history
also deserves special attention. The illustra-
tions of Eggeling and Richter, the drawings
and typographic signs of Film Sketch—
Dynamic of the Metropolis as well as Moholy-
Nagy’s film entitled Light-Play Black-White-
Gray are essential examples of the theory
and practice of abstract film. Pal Acél’s mani-
festo and Moholy-Nagy’s film plan lay the
groundwork for the representative avant-
garde film genre of the 1920s; it will be com-
pleted through Moholy-Nagy, though only a
few years later, when the classical pieces of
Metropolis film, such as Walter Ruttmann’s
Berlin, Symphonie of a Metropolis (1927) and
Dziga Vertov's Man with a Movie Camera
(1929), have already been made. He knew
both films and both filmmakers at the shoot-
ing of his own films. In the second, 1927 edi-
tion of Painting, Photography, Film, Moholy-
Nagy inserted a footnote into the introduc-
tory text of Film Sketch—Dynamic of the Me-
tropolis:

As | was reading the corrections for the
second edition, | heard reports of two
new films which seek to realize the
same aspirations as those proposed in
this chapter and the one on Simulta-
neous Cinema (p. 41). Ruttmann’s film
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Symphony of the Metropolis shows the
rhythm of the movement of a town

and dispenses with normal “action”.°

Besides, at the 1929 Stuttgart avant-garde
film forum organized with Richter (FiFo) he
had the occasion to listen to Dziga Vertov's
lecture and watch his films.

As a closing thought of this argumenta-
tion, let me complete the film historical con-
text of Metropolis films with yet another as-
pect related to MA. The editor-in-chief of the
journal, Lajos Kassak, could no longer write
about Ruttmann'’s Berlin film in MA, which
ceased publication in 1925, before his return
home from emigration. Therefore, his writ-
ing entitled The Absolute Film appeared in-
stead in 1927 in the most significant journal
in Hungary of that time, Nyugat. Kassak’s
analysis goes deep into Ruttmann’s film and
celebrates the “true”, “absolute” film, which
gets separated from literature and in which
“[Tlhe clearest reality of life is present”.’
From among possibly related films, he high-
lights Eisenstein’s Battleship Potemkin (1925)
and from among the relevant artists he men-
tions, among others, the earlier authors of
the MA, Eggeling, Richter and, of course,
Moholy-Nagy. Kassak’s main idea about Ber-
lin, Symphonie of a Metropolis, that “It hap-
pens rather than narrates”,® also applies to
Moholy-Nagy’s film plan and his Metropolis
films. This is how the far-reaching intellectu-
al sphere MA and its ideas become one.

In the second part of my paper | examine
the impact of the writings on film appearing
in MA and the film-related activity of their
authors on Hungarian film history. The
presentation of the contemporaneous im-
pact is very simple, as there was virtually
none. As mentioned above, thoughts and
films formulating the idea of avant-garde art
and within that, avant-garde film art, could

¢ MoHoLY-NAGY, Painting..., 123.

7 KassAk Lajos, ,Az abszolUt film”, in
PETERNAK, F.I.L.M..., 98-107, 105.

% Ibid. 99.
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only be born in emigration. The journal pub-
lished in Vienna, Kassak and Pal Acél living in
emigration in Vienna, Moholy-Nagy as the
Berlin representative of the journal and his
films made in Germany—all these signal that
avant-garde filmmaking could not receive
necessary institutional and spiritual support
in Hungary in the 1920s. It has to be added
that by the end of the 1920s, traditional fea-
ture filmmaking also fell into crisis in Hunga-
ry. While in 1918, mostly due to the war con-
ditions, more than 100 films were made (and
the country occupied the fifth position
among the filmmaking great powers); ten
years later, in 1928, only one feature film
was completed. It is severely traumatic to
Hungarian film that the most important pe-
riod of silent film era, the 1920s, is almost
left out from its history. And this particularly
applies to avant-garde endeavours. This is
also the reason for the unilaterally market-
oriented, popular character of the period be-
tween 1931 and 1945 of early Hungarian
sound film, as well as for the recurrent fate
of artists with innovative views, such as Paul
Fejos. He made a successful avant-garde film
with the title The Last Moment in Hollywood
in 1927, and as a result, he signed an agree-
ment with the Universal Pictures, but after
the failure of his films made in Hungary he
left the country again, and this time once
and for all. Thus, in the age of classical
avant-garde the Hungarian authors could
implement their ideas mainly in emigration.
The years following World War Il, the age
of socialist realism, did not favour avant-
garde (film) art either. Kassak, who was liv-
ing in Hungary again from 1926, and whose
personality linked the classical and neo-
avant-garde periods, was an isolated and
prosecuted cultural figure in the political re-
gime both before and after 1945. After the
1956 revolution he was a “tolerated” artist of
the Kadar regime, whose reception would be
possible again abroad, in the contemporary
emigration; Kassak himself was actually
forced into internal emigration. The Ka-
darian consolidation and one of its important

measures, namely the foundation of the Béla
Balazs Studio in 1959, gradually made possi-
ble the continuation of the avant-garde view
and its connection to recent international
developments.® After sporadic antecedents,
starting from the 1970s, several avant-garde
experimental films were made in the BBS in
various groups and series. It is no exaggera-
tion to say that the Béla Baldzs Studio be-
came the most important workshop of the
neo-avant-garde of the 1960/70s, in which
artists working in several other fields also
carried out their activity, making one or even
more films in the spirit of the Moholy-Nagy
and Kassak type gesamkunstwerk. The most
important artist, organizer and also theorist
of this period was Gabor Bdédy (1946-1985),
who dedicated a short, unrealized (!) film
plan of his (Light and Sound) to Laszlé Mo-
holy-Nagy. Among his articles we can find a
survey of the history of Hungarian experi-
mental film, in which he writes the following:

If we accept the division according to
which the following great, influential
generations developed in experimen-
talism: 20s—30s: French, Russian, Ger-
man experimenters; 50s: American ex-
perimentalism on the East and West
Coast; 60s—yo0s: international move-
ment of independent cooperative film-
makers, then Hungary has the intellec-
tual connections in the first and third
generations. We took part in the first
one with German intervention through
Béla Balazs, Laszlo Moholy-Nagy, Dé-
nes Mihaly, Sandor Laszlé and through
the unknown Gyorgy Geré who was
regarded by Kassak and Imre Pan as
early as the late 5os as the author of
the »first, and so far, only Hungarian
avant-garde film«. We can only talk

9 KoVACs Andras Balint, “The Experimental
Cinema of the State: The Balazs Béla Studio”,
in Experimental Film: The Missing Frames, ed.
Benjamin MEADE, 65-88 (Kansas City: Avila
University Press, 2010).



about the late effects of the second
one, and perhaps the Hungarian un-
derground of the 5os could be recon-
structed from private libraries. Howev-
er, a relatively strong and undoubtedly
significant, peculiarly Hungarian coop-
erative experimentalism joined the third
one which was made possible by the
activities of the Béla Balazs Studio.*

If we examine the connection between the
ideas on film of the classical avant-garde
movement represented by MA, with Moholy-
Nagy’s filmic works in its centre, and the
films of the neo-avant-garde period, then it
is worth mentioning the partly distinctive
character of Moholy-Nagy’s Metropolis films
as compared to the avant-garde Metropolis
films of the time. What has not yet been
emphasized is the author’s social sensitivity,
and as a result, the documentary style of his
Metropolis films. We can read the following
statement in the article of the Hungarian re-
searcher Andrea Pdcsik: “He draws his themes
not simply from the bustle of the city, as it
happened in the case of his early film plan
entitled Dynamic of the Metropolis, but from
the of reality mosaics of periphery existence,
of being outcast.”™ In this respect, Pdcsik’s
argumentation is based on the recent results
of the research on Moholy-Nagy, among
others, in the 2006 volume entitled Filmische
Sinneserweiterung:  Laszlo  Moholy-Nagys
Filmwerk und Theorie by the German Jan
Sahli. Sahli writes about Moholy-Nagy’s Me-
tropolis films as follows: “However, besides
the shared aesthetic starting point of the

*® BopY Gabor, “Creative thinking device:
»Experimental film« in Hungary”, in Gdbor
Bddy 1946-1985: A Presentation of his Work,
eds. Laszlo BEKE and Miklds PETERNAK, 265—
270 (Budapest: Palace of Exhibitions—Central
Board of the Hungarian Cinematography,
Ministery of Culture, 1987), 267.

* Pocsik Andrea, Atkelések: A romaképkészités
(an)archeoldgidja (Budapest: Gondolat Kiado—
Pazmany Péter Katolikus Egyetem, 2017), 22.

THE MA (TODAY) AND TOMORROW m

new filmic view, in the course of the cine-
matic approach to reality, certain poetic-
documentarist ideas take shape in Moholy-
Nagy’s Metropolis films, which also contain
political perspectives.”**

This is most characteristic of the two Ber-
lin films: the topic of Gypsies already makes
clear Moholy-Nagy’s social interest. The ma-
jority of the shots of Berlin Still Life are about
workers, beggars and children playing in and
around Meyer's Hof barracks. As a leftist,
progressive, and also an emigrant artist forced
out of fascist Germany, Moholy-Nagy could
easily identify with these social outcasts.
Therefore, it is not surprising that his films
were banned from the German public of the
time due to their socio-critical attitude.

The two versions of the Film Sketch—
Dynamic of the Metropolis, first published in
MA, and then in a later volume, as well as his
Metropolis films, clearly shows his shift from
Constructivism to documentarism. Following
the film plan, Andreas Haus, together with
his disciples, shot a constructivist film, faith-
ful to the spirit of the original work, at the
University of Art in Vienna in 2006. In Berlin
Still Life only the high angles, the reflecting
surfaces and the graphic patterns of the as-
phalt and paving stone evoke this style; in
the Gypsies a few canted angles at most. In
his Metropolis films Moholy-Nagy is inter-
ested in the issue of social freedom rather
than in the abstract freedom of motion—just
as to the neo-avant-garde art of the 1960-
70s would be.

The most important connection between
classical avant-garde (rooted in MA and Mo-
holy-Nagy’s works) and the experimental
films of the neo-avant-garde period is the
social awareness of abstract forms and Con-
structivism. Of course, in neo-avant-garde
films, we can still find examples of the ab-
stract style, continuing the tradition of Con-
structivism. But it is very clear how even the

** Jan SAHLI, Filmische Sinneserweiterung: Ldszlo
Moholy-Nagys Filmwerk und Theorie (Mar-
burg: Schiren, 2006), 158.
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most radical experimental films are related
to political, historical, social and ideological
issues. Let me bring just a few examples.

The closest to Moholy-Nagy’s works was
Janos Téth's Arena (1970), which depicts the
common man in both a documentary and an
abstract style. Tibor Hajas has pedestrians
pose as models in a city square in his Self-
Fashion-Show (1976), and in doing so, he us-
es the documentary method while also criti-
cizing it. Another example is Tamas Szent-
joby’s film Centaur (1975), which intentional-
ly desynchronizes image and sound.

The most important artist of the neo-
avant-garde scene is Miklos Erdély, who cre-
ated several films in the Béla Balazs Studio.
The most significant one of them is Version,
shot in 1979, which almost piled up radical
political meanings, juxtaposing the narra-
tives of antisemitism and public persecu-
tion—that is, the two dictatorships of the
20™ century: fascism and communism. The
common feature of the two eras is reinforced
by the circumstance, not unusual at that
time either, that Centaur and Version were
banned, and Tamas Szentjoby emigrated
from Hungary in 1975.

And finally, let's also mention one of
Gabor Body’s films, American Torso (1975),
made in the Béla Balazs Studio, which fol-
lows the fate of the Hungarian soldiers
forced to emigration after the 1848-49 War
of Independence, fighting in the American
Civil War. Body’s film depicts the fate of em-
igration, recurring again and again in Hun-
garian history. The fate which is also shared
by the Hungarian classical avant-garde move-
ment; the journal MA; its editor-in-chief, La-
jos Kassak; and its Berlin representative,
Laszlé Moholy-Nagy. Again, an intellectual
circle comes to a close—together with my
paper as well.
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Performing Agitation. Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy and the

1924 Special Issue of MA (Today) on Music and Theater

ARPAD KEKESI KUN

Abstract: MA [Today] reflects the heteroge-
neity of theater after World War | and its
1924 special issue is a comprehensive docu-
ment of the avant-garde ambition to renew
mise-en-scene. Although MA was not a thea-
ter journal, it regularly published dramatic
texts, performance reviews and manifesto-
like essays on recent forms of staging. Laszld
Moholy-Nagy supported MA and its editor
Lajos Kassak from Berlin, where he got in-
volved in staging contemporary plays and
operas. This paper addresses the question
why the performing arts were especially im-
portant for Kassak’s circle and examines the
relationship of MA to avant-garde theater
movements. It also gives a brief survey of the
Musik und Theaternummer with its introduc-
tion by Kassak before engaging with the
theory and practice of experimental theater
in Moholy-Nagy’s oeuvre.

When we take a closer look at European the-
ater between the world wars we face the
heterogeneity of aspirations. Forces of divi-
sion had become active in the last two dec-
ades of the 1g9th century and resulted in a di-
vergence by the 1920s which had been most-
ly unknown before. Several new forms of
performance had been experimented with
and theater had become irreversibly plural.
These forms differed not only in their meth-
ods of staging but in their artistic conception
and worldview as well. Some were realized
and some remained striking ideas but almost
all had a considerably effective history.

The periodical MA [Today] reflected this
heterogeneity and its 1924 special issue was
a comprehensive document of the avant-
garde ambition to renew theater. Although

MA was not a theater journal, it regularly
published dramatic texts, performance re-
views and manifesto-like essays on recent
forms of mise-en-scéne. Its existence was cru-
cial because Hungarian experiments in stag-
ing were preceded by the evolution of avant-
garde performance theories. (Translations of
avant-garde dramatic texts by Jean Cocteau,
Tristan Tzara, etc. had also been published in
MA well before their staging in Hungary.)
Renewal had grown into an imperative out-
side of the institutional system of Hungarian
theater and could be fully accomplished only
in periodicals. MA was documenting this im-
perative by forming its principles mostly
from abroad. Emigration caused serious
hardship for some editors and contributors
but also helped them obtain up-to-date in-
formation and get acquainted with new
tendencies of theater from all over Europe.
MA had developed the radical modernism
of similar periodicals (chiefly Der Sturm and
Die Aktion) into a program of social agitation
since its editors saw the possibility of recre-
ating “homogeneous social spirit and public
faith”* in communist society. Theater seemed
to be an ideal terrain of forming community
since Richard Wagner had chosen it as an
ancient prototype of “public art”> and com-
bined art and revolution some sixty years be-

1

Hevesy Ivan, ,Tomegkultira — tomeg-
muvészet”, MA 4, 4. sz. (1919): 70-71, 70.

> Richard WAGNER, ,Art and Revolution”,
trans. William Ashton ELLIS, in Richard
WAGNER, Richard Wagner’s Prose Works: Vol.
1.: The Art-Work of the Future, &c, 30-65 (Lon-
don: Kegan Paul, Trench, Tribner & Co., Ltd.,
1892), 48.
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fore. So theater was the most appropriate
art form for the purposes of activism and
functioned as a substitution for political ac-
tion, too, i.e. as an artistic tool of agitation,
transformation and challenge to the status quo.

However, articles in MA did not offer an
action plan and authors did not have the op-
portunity to put their ideas into practice
when the political climate became favorable
and the Communist Party in Hungary came
to power for a short period in 1919. Most au-
thors did not have experience in making the-
ater either, but tried to make up for the lack
of practice with an impassioned call for re-
forms. No wonder the articles of MA were
Delphian writings full of manifesto-like
statements and differed from the essays of
theater people (like Erwin Piscator or Vsevo-
lod Meyerhold) that gave the quintessence
of things already tested on stage. Hungarian
notions of avant-garde theater were full of
idealism and mostly arose in an abstract
theoretical context instead of in some con-
crete space of practice.

First and foremost Dadaism had a huge
impact on the editors of MA, who gave an
activist impulse to the initiatives of their fel-
low artists in Zurich. But by the time Dadaist
mise-en-scene found its own stage in Buda-
pest in 1925, the Kassak Circle had already
turned to Constructivism whose followers
were not satisfied with avant-garde ante-
cedents. Preaching the necessity of a me-
chanical stage, Farkas Molnar complained
that “the reign of optics and acoustics was
replaced by empty decorations of awkward
symbols and lunatic yammering of futurist
poets”.? Kassdk’s interest in Constructivism
resulted in a break with his former col-
leagues (Ilvan Hevesy and Sandor Bortnyik)
and the last issue of MA in 1925 condemned
Dadaist experiments of the so-called Zold
Szamar Szinhaz (Green Donkey Theater) as

3 MOLNAR Farkas, ,A mechanikus szinpad”,
MA 8, 9—10. s5z. (1923): 6.

mere “bluff” and “an imitation of art under
modern catchwords”.*

Constructivism became widely known in
Europe at the beginning of the 1920s and MA
picked it up immediately to create its activist
ideology. Kassak derived Constructivism
from the necessary recreation of the social
self. He saw the original sin in the lack of in-
tegration that could only be reestablished by
“art striving towards collectivity”, finding an
expression in “a strict construction and syn-
thetic architecture”.®> So for Kassak only
Constructivism, i.e., “the present itself that
represented man as an individual and a
member of a collective at the same time”
could lead art back to objectivity obscured
by naturalism while trying to create an illu-
sion of reality.® The 1924 special issue of MA
combined the predilection for theater and
this preference for constructivism explicitly.

The so-called Musik und Theaternummer
(See Fig. 1. on Plate XXIX.) tried to demon-
strate “objective reality” with more than 20
illustrations showing various theater designs
by Pablo Picasso, Marc Chagall, George Grosz
and Fernand Léger, among others (See Fig.
2. on Plate XXIX.), all compatible with Kassak's
conception of “picture-architecture”. The spe-
cial issue was published a year before The
Theater of the Bauhaus and almost at the
same time as the catalogue of Friedrich
Kiesler's Internationale Ausstellung neuer
Theatertechnik held in Vienna in September
1924. MA also aimed at internationalism
since articles of the special issue appeared in
four languages (in German, French and Ital-
ian as well as Hungarian) and its photos
showed the most innovative examples of
Russian, French and German scenic design.
The articles and the illustrations seem ex-
traordinary compared to those of Hungarian

* K-k L-s, ,Bortnyik Sandor és Hevesy Ivan
vagy az el6vezetett Z6ld Szamar”, MA 10, 3—
4.5z.(1925): 19.
> KassAk Lajos, ,Konstrukciotol a kompozi-
Cioig”, MA 8, 9—10. sz. (1923): &.
6 1 -

Ibid.



theater magazines of the 1920s. MA had
nothing in common with Szinhdzi élet (Life in
the Theater, a popular weekly) and did not
intend to invigorate Hungarian theater with
uncommon theories and practices. Taking its
place among outstanding avant-garde peri-
odicals, MA took sight of the great world in-
stead of the homeland to display the context
of the theories that had been evolving in its
columns for years without a field of practice.

Kassdk’'s opening essay’ gave a logic to
the whole issue by stressing that among all
the arts, theater was the most apt to sur-
mount the chaos of life and create order.
Since Kassak defined space as the core ele-
ment of theater and theater space as an ar-
tistic reality he found the Russian reforms of
scenography (experimenting with stage con-
structions instead of painted flat scenery)
the most successful. But he saw beyond sce-
nic innovation and called for the undermin-
ing of the whole hierarchy of theater, i.e,,
the subversion of its logocentric structure.
Poet, actress/actor, painter and director as
well as light, sound, color and movement
should occur in a sequence instead of a “the-
ological order”® under the rule of an author
as creator. Kassak seemed to fall back into
logocentrism when he stated that only an
“organizer” (Organisator) who created a new
visual and collective order could realize a
new theater. But he also stressed that he did
not think of the director of contemporary
theater. The “organizer” had more in com-
mon with the inventor-engineer and his cre-
ation could only be compared to a well-
designed machine or a modern city. Kassak
found the theater of construction fit for the
age of architecture: as literature, music and
the fine arts had been the means of expres-

7 Ludwig KassAk, ,Uber neue Theaterkunst”,
MA 9, 8-9. 52. (1924): 2.

® Jacques DERRIDA, “The theater of cruelty and
the closure of representation”, in Jacques
DERRIDA, Writing and Difference, trans. Alan
BAss, 232—250 (Chicago: The University of
Chicago Press, 1978), 235.
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sion for people of former ages, modern peo-
ple could only be expressed by synthetic
theater. So for Kassak the “organizer” was
not the individual originator of a new theater
but the conductor of a collective form of art.

Similarly to other writers of the Musik und
Theaternummer, Kassak reformulated con-
ceptual leitmotifs of renowned theater vi-
sionaries of his time but mostly left them in
prophetic obscurity. Filippo Marinetti like-
wise argued for an abstract performance de-
void of psychology, just as Kurt Schwitters
emphasized the inner logic of his Merz stage
free from the reign of rationality. Or Enrico
Prampolini who preferred actor-gases creat-
ed by vibrations and luminous forms, or Gin-
ter Hirschel-Protsch who praised the theater
of completely mechanical movement. Some
more concrete ideas came from the Russian
director, Alexander Tairov, who described a
stage that helped actresses/actors embody
all the necessary forms; and from Laszld
Moholy-Nagy who published a sketch for a
film Dynamic of the Metropolis without the
intention to teach, moralize or tell a story.
(See Fig. 3. on Plate XXX.)

Moholy-Nagy supported Kassak and MA
from Berlin and got involved in editing the
1924 special issue as well. As far as theater is
concerned, his ideal can be reconstructed
from two essays and some photos of per-
formances for which he designed scenery.
His essay “Theater, Circus, Variety” ap-
peared with Oskar Schlemmer’s and Farkas
Molnar’s writings in The Theater of the Bau-
haus only one year after the publication of
the special issue of MA. While Schlemmer
described the transformation of man/woman
into a Kunstfigur so his/her movement could
define the architecture of a performance,
Molnar called for the transformation of the
stage and the auditorium alike. Moholy-
Nagy went beyond the relationship of space,
actress/actor and movement (Schlemmer) as
well as the theater building itself (Molnar) in
order to outline a performance in which man
did not occupy the center but became equal
with all other elements—in which “light,
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space, plane, form, motion, sound [and]
man” had developed into an organism.® As
we cannot ask a man/woman (an organism)
what he or she means or represents, we can-
not ask a performance or specifically a set
design (organisms as well) what they mean
or represent. Moholy-Nagy wanted to in-
volve man/woman in the stage concentra-
tion of action without falling into the trap of
reproducing nature i.e. with his/her physical
and spiritual abilities and without his/her
subjectivity. He proposed special mirrors to
enlarge faces and gestures, megaphones to
intensify voices and even the application of
some techniques of the circus, the operetta
and burlesque movies. (See Fig. 4. on Plate
XXX.) He recommended choruses (nearly the
same way Odén Palasovszky and his friends
used them in Budapest years later), i.e., the
repetition of thoughts with the same words
but with different intonation by a group of
people. He called for a total theater deter-
mined by the tension of “concentrated acti-
vation”** and governed by the trinity of dy-
namism, rhythm and spectacle.

When we examine his ideas separately we
might associate them with notions of other
theater people. But it was not Moholy-
Nagy’s ideas that were unique, but rather his
intention to join them in a Theater of Totali-
ty. He could not realize this theater, but he
practically managed to extend the stage by
various planes and areas as well as by their
movement in all ways. His set designs were
based on stage machines and lighting equip-
ment that revealed intricate visual drama-
turgy, similar to his sketch for a so-called
“Mechanized Eccentric”, published and de-
scribed in The Theater of the Bauhaus. (See

9 Laszlo MOHOLY-NAGY, “Theater, Circus, Va-
riety”, trans. Arthur S. WENSINGER, in Oscar
SCHLEMMER, Laszlo MOHOLY-NAGY and Farkas
MOLNAR, The Theater of the Bauhaus, eds.
Walter GRopius and Arthur S. WENSINGER,
49—70 (Middletown, Connecticut: Wesleyan
University Press, 1961), 60.

*Ibid.

Fig. 5. on Plate XXXI.) Suggesting that his
experiments with film and theater were
closely related to each other, this sketch was
called a score like his scenario for Dynamic of
the Metropolis. (See Fig. 6. on Plate XXXI.)
Scenes were composed in vertical lines or
movements in both sketches as in the stage
machinery applied in The Merchant of Berlin
(Moholy-Nagy’s set design for Erwin Pisca-
tor's mise-en-scéne) and light played as cru-
cial a role in them as in Madame Butterfly (his
set design for the Krolloper in Berlin). Alt-
hough his ideal theater as a whole remained
on paper, some of its elements were incor-
porated in stage practice as far as the given
circumstances let them.

Moholy-Nagy designed sets in two short
periods before and after his teaching in the
Bauhaus between 1923 and 1928. First he
designed Prince Hagen based on Upton Sin-
clair's novel for Erwin Piscator’s Proletarian
Theater in Berlin in 1920. (He also designed
the book cover of the German director’s Das
politische Theater that was published in Ber-
lin in 1929. See Fig. 7. on Plate XXXI.) Unfor-
tunately, we do not have much information
about this production but Moholy-Nagy pre-
sumably tried to use a “dynamic-constructive
system of forces” he was fascinated by at
that time. Since he found that “constructivi-
ty as an organizing principle of human ef-
forts” had generally resulted in “static form-
invested procedure” (like in Russian theater)
he aimed at the activation of space by "vital
construction and force relations”.* He
thought there was a close correlation be-
tween this and “the problem of freely float-
ing sculpture as well as of film as projected
spatial motion”,* all appearing in his next
three theatre jobs, too.

Moholy-Nagy designed such kinetic sets
again nine years later for The Tales of Hoffmann

* MOHOLY-NAGY L[4szl6] and KEMENY Alfréd,
“Dynamic-Constructive System of Forces”
[1922], in Krisztina PASSUTH, Moholy-Nagy
(New York: Thames and Hudson, 1985), 290.
* Ibid.



produced at the Krolloper in Berlin. Photos
show us screens and frameworks made of
steel in a workroom-like space with sharp
outlines of a special construction and formed
by light as well. (See Fig. 8. on Plate XXXII.)
There was also a backdrop for shadows of
geometrical patterns and some forms hang-
ing in the air: a head, an arm, a leg in the
center and three more shapes with a human
figure (or rather a Kunstfigur) among them.
These emblems and some fantastic cos-
tumes helped the stage context of industrial
design change into a witches’ kitchen from
time to time. When we compare still photos
and imagine stage transformations, i.e.,
parts of the steel construction and shafts of
light in movement it will become obvious
that (unlike creations of Russian artists) this
scenery was not static or installation-like but
dynamic. For Moholy-Nagy — as for Robert
Wilson, one of his most remarkable succes-
sors in contemporary theater — scenery was
not really an arrangement but a process in-
volving the spell-binding play of light as well.

For Madame Butterfly produced at the
Krolloper two years later (in 1931) Moholy-
Nagy also designed mobile elements that
could be moved to the wings. (See Fig. 9. on
Plate XXXII.) The backdrop with a huge pho-
tomontage of a bay in Japan became the sur-
face of subtle lighting effects and suggested
various times of day from sunrise to sunset.
The network of lines and areas implied an
organic interplay of light and movement,
dark and illuminated parts of the stage. (See
Fig. 10. on Plate XXXIIl.) Mirrors and glass
screens hanging high above the stage helped
spotlights create a monumental construction
of shadows with astonishing changes of at-
mosphere and transform Puccini’s opera into
a haunting vision. (See Fig. 11. on Plate XXXIII.)
The elegant structures of Madame Butterfly
and The Tales of Hoffmann were as refined as
the Light-Space Modulator (Lichtrequisit) con-
structed by Moholy-Nagy at that time as a
prop for an electric stage. (See Fig. 12. on
Plate XXXIV.) Although this prop was not
used in these opera productions, the scenog-
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raphy was functioning as a kind of Lichtreg-
uisit in them since Moholy-Nagy was exper-
imenting with the modulation of light not
only on the canvas (as in his paintings) and in
space but on stage as well. According to
Krisztina Passuth, the inner beauty and the
intensity of Moholy-Nagy’s photograms
matched the beauty of movement and con-
stant change in his Light-Space Modulator.*
But we must also put his sophisticated shap-
ing of space in Madame Butterfly next to his
photograms and Light-Space Modulator in
order to connect his experiments with pic-
ture, sculpture and stage scenery. (See Fig. 13.
on Plate XXXIV.)

Between these opera productions, Mo-
holy-Nagy worked with Erwin Piscator again
on The Merchant of Berlin at the Volksbihne
in 1929. Walter Mehring’s exuberant play is
set in the German capital during the 1923 in-
flation and confronts us with all layers of so-
ciety. The content of the play was represent-
ed by Moholy-Nagy in a constructivist way
and social hierarchy was spectacularly indi-
cated by stage hierarchy. Members of the
proletariat, the bourgeoisie and the upper
crust occupied three different platforms mov-
ing vertically and smaller areas (parts of a
street, a flat, a bakery etc.) extended these
stage places of social strata. (See Fig. 14. and
Fig. 15. on Plate XXXIV.) Spotlights high-
lighted people and areas and stunning shad-
ows multiplied stage forms and figures while
the platforms i.e. levels of the tragic, the tra-
gi-comical and the grotesque were continu-
ously moving closer and farther away. (See Fig.
16. on Plate XXXV.) Screens were also im-
portant parts of the scenography as the hec-
tic life of Berlin appeared on motion pictures
and film was adjusted to the stage actionin a
unique way. (See Fig. 17. on Plate XXXV.) So
constant movement became the soul of vis-
val dramaturgy in The Merchant of Berlin,
too, and transformed social critique into an
exquisite mode of perception. Although the
whole space of theater i.e. the building was

3 PASSUTH, Moholy-Nagy, 58.
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not remodeled and the ideal of the Theater
of Totality could not be achieved, all these
productions were significant results of Mo-
holy-Nagy's lifelong aspiration to “translate
Utopia into action”.™

As regards Constructivism, experiments in
Hungary remained much more sporadic,
though MA could reach more theater people
than a local production would ever have
been able to. The spirit of the Bauhaus
turned up in Sandor Bortnyik’s mechanical
Green Donkey Pantomime in 1929 when ki-
netics was determined by the shift of forms
and colors through floating screens. (See Fig.
18. on Plate XXXVI.) Similarly, Agnes Kévesha-
zi's Dance of the Machines produced at a 1928
Cikk-Cakk Evening and Odén Palasovszky's or-
atory choirs (e.g. Oedipus’s Hands in 1926)
used a larger group of people as a moving el-
ement actively forming space. (See Fig. 19. on
Plate XXXVL) Although Kassak criticized
Palasovszky's theater, its programs were as
immersed in agitation and activism as issues
and events of MA had been some years be-
fore. Neither Kassak’s nor Palasovszky’s ef-
forts could influence mise-en-scene in the
1920s, but their search for new forms had
obvious results in neo-avant-garde and
postmodern experiments some fifty years
later. The relentless nature of their search is
as attractive now as it was a century before
when Herwarth Walden rejected the domi-
nant forms of contemporary theater in the
special issue of MA.

"Theater as a work of art is an organism
created by artistically logical relation-
ships of sensuous movements. Anything
else is just a pastime of the artist and
the bourgeois captivated by culture.”*

* Laszlo MoOHOLY-NAGY, Vision in Motion (Chi-
cago: Paul Theobald and Company, 1947), 361.
* Herwarth WALDEN, “Das Theater als kinst-
lerisches Phanomen”, MA g9, Nos. 8-9.

(1924): 4.
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Fig. 8. Offenbach: The Tales of Hoffmann, directed by Otto Klemperer
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Fig. 9. Puccini: Madame Butterfly, directed by Otto Klemperer
and designed by Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy. Berlin, Krolloper, 1931.
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Fig. 14. Walter Mehring:

The Merchant of Berlin
directed by Erwin Piscator and
designed by Laszlé6 Moholy-Nagy.
Berlin, Volksbihne, 1929.
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Fig. 13. Moholy-Nagy’s experimenting
with the modulation of light in various forms

Fig. 15. Walter Mehring:

The Merchant of Berlin
directed by Erwin Piscator and
designed by Laszlé Moholy-Nagy.
Berlin, Volksbihne, 1929.
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The Merchant of Berlin
directed by Erwin Piscator and
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Berlin, Volksbihne, 1929.

Fig. 17. Projected backdrop by Laszl6 Moholy-Nagy
for The Merchant of Berlin (1929)
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Fig. 18. Sandor Bortnyik’s designs for
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Fig. 19. Dance of the Machines. Music by Jozsef Kozma,
choreographed by Agnes Kéveshazi, Budapest, 1928.
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Political or Aesthetical Subversion? Strategies of

Avant-Garde Speaking Choirs in Interwar Hungary

DAVID SZOLLATH

Abstract: Speaking choirs were under-
ground artistic groups of labor-class youth in
Hungary in the period between the two
World Wars. The groups, led mostly by
Avant-Garde artists, were artistic and politi-
cal communities also. Dadaism, Expression-
ism and Constructivism, Soviet Proletkult
and revolutionary mass festivals had consid-
erable influence on the speaking choir move-
ment. Politically, a number of the choirs
were influenced by the Social Democratic
Party, others by the illegal Communist Party,
but some of them, such as the choir of Kassak
or the company of Palasovszky, were auton-
omous leftist groups that strove to remain
detached from any kind of party influence.

In the paper | will give two examples of
works written especially for speaking choirs.
One is a poem by probably the best known
twentieth century Hungarian poet, Attila
Jozsef (Témeg [Crowd], 1930). The other is a
mass play of multiple choirs written for street
performance. It is called Punalua (1926), it was
written by a lesser known Avant-Gardist po-
et and stage director, Odén Palasovszky, and
due to its grand scale, it was never per-
formed. The poem of Attila Jozsef, though a
masterpiece of its genre, remains enclosed in
its own sociocultural context whereas Punalua
is still open to reinterpretations.

The Speaking Choir Movement

Speaking choirs were peculiar artistic groups
of the Hungarian labor-class culture in the
period between the two World Wars. These
underground communities were comprised
of young, mostly teenage industrial workers
and intellectuals. The groups were led by

Avant-Garde artists of the time such as Lajos
Kassak, Jolan Simon, Odén Palasovszky, Aladar
Tamas, and also non-avant-gardists such as
the acknowledged actor-director Oszkar
Ascher. Speaking choirs were not only artis-
tic communities, but political communities
which had a certain informal educational role
as well.

The first experiments with Hungarian
speaking choirs were made by the Proletkult
group of Kassa, otherwise known as KoSice
in 1922, led by Janos Macza." Macza wrote,
directed and organized a mass play called
Choir of Workers for the May 1* festival, In-
ternational Labor Day. But Macza fled to
Moscow and the Kassa Proletkult group
broke up. The real spread of the Worker's
Choirs began only after 1926 with the suc-
cess of the Uj Féld [New Land] Theatre pro-
ject of Odon Palasovszky, Aladar Tamas and
Zsigmond Remenyik. The choir movement
was growing very fast at the turn of the
twenties and thirties. The speaking choir was
seen as a cheap and democratic genre which
was accessible to anyone. One did not need
to master a musical instrument nor take ex-
pensive singing or acting lessons to join a
choir. The only thing needed from the partic-
ipant was that which everybody, even the
poorest unemployed worker had: one’s own
voice and the ability to speak. The choir, as a
group performance, was seen as a par excel-
lence anti-individualistic art in a bourgeois
age of emerging movie stars. The members
saw the choirs as representatives of a new
democratic or even a new communist age.

* BOTKA Ferenc, szerk., Kassai Munkds 1907—
1937 (Budapest: Akadémiai Kiado, 1969).
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The practical advantages and good ideo-
logical reputation of the speaking choirs made
them popular. The movement in its heyday
had approximately ten thousand members in
about a hundred different choirs throughout
the country. The aggregation of a well-
organized leftist, potentially communist,
youth quickly reached the level of posing a
considerable threat to the nationalistic gov-
ernment that was ideologically based on an-
ti-bolshevism and anti-Semitism. The speak-
ing choirs always functioned under strong
political control until 1933 when the whole
movement was banned by the Minister of
the Interior.

The aesthetic and political debates inside
the choir movement, which sometimes in-
volved confrontations and denunciations of
other members, reflected the debates of Eu-
ropean avant-gardists and party theoreti-
cians of the twenties about the revolutionary
or reactionary role of Avant-Garde art. Dada-
ist cabaret, German Expressionism and Con-
structivism, Soviet Proletkult and revolu-
tionary mass festivals had considerable in-
fluence on the rather heterogeneous Hun-
garian speaking choir movement. Politically,
a number of the choirs were influenced by
the Social Democratic Party, others by the
illegal Communist Party, but some of them,
such as the choir of Kassak or the company
of Palasovszky, were autonomous leftist
groups that strove to remain detached from
any kind of party influence.

In fact, the question which divided the
Hungarian labor cultural scene most during
that period was the acceptance of what we
now more or less call Avant-Gardism. One
can easily note that many of Kassak’s adver-
saries were once his disciples. Macza, Aladar
Tamas and others were easily and subse-
quently attracted by the call of the party,
and turned their back on Kassak because of
his stout resistance to accept any party in-
tervention. And party theoreticians consid-
ered expressionism, constructivism etc. as
anti-revolutionary artistic choices. They, like
Georg Lukacs among them, considered this

to be the art of the Weimar Republic, that of
the bourgeoisie decadence and not that of
the labor-class. Based on a study of the five
main speaking choirs, we can say that the
stronger the party control was, the less sub-
versive the performance of the choir became.

The Performance as a Political Ritual

There were, roughly speaking, two main
types of speaking choir performances. The
one | am discussing first can more easily be
seen as a “political ritual” of a community ra-
ther than an artistic performance before an
invited audience. As a political ritual it was a
celebration of the union of the working class.
The synchronized recitation and motion of
the choir, which also engaged the audience,
was a symbolic re-enacting of the messianic
moment, a unity of the class consciousness,
when all individual interest dies and trans-
forms into one greater common will. This
probably sounds like political populism, and
as we know, cultural anthropology could be
useful in the interpretation of modern politi-
cal rituals. The choirs tried to veil the theatri-
cal character of their performance, and the
measure of success was if the audience
ceased to be an audience and joined the
choir in reciting the lines.

Mass festivals of the early Soviet republic
were more similar to this kind of political rit-
val rather than that of theatrical symboliza-
tion. The best known among them was the
Storming of the Winter Palace re-enacted in
Saint Petersburg and directed by Nikolai
Evreinov in 1920. It took place three years af-
ter the original events, partially by some of
the same Red soldiers who participated in
the battle on those same streets. Other ex-
amples can be found in the workers’ theatres
of Berlin. The actors used the same placards
and flags that they used during the street
protests against the government. The Hun-
garian review, called 100% (Hundred per-
cent), which was closely related to the com-
munist speaking choir of the same name, of-
ten reported about contemporary worker’s
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theatres in Berlin. One review hailed the Ar-
beiter-Theaters for bringing the political
placards and flags on stage.” Performances
and rehearsals could be seen as a remem-
brance of former political acts, and also as
preparation for the next street protest or
revolution to come. Hungarian speaking choir
members and leaders were familiar with
these foreign examples. They also held that
the first speaking choirs were spontaneous
actions of street protesters who began to re-
cite together, eventually becoming an inde-
pendent genre on the workers’ stages later
on. So not only the placards and flags but the
whole genre came directly from the street. It
was thought that the performance on stage
preserves the original political force, or at
least a tiny spark of the revolution in a
somewhat transcendental way. Just like in
religious rituals: a communion of mortals
with a transcendental force is possible.

Although the speaking choirs were prolif-
erating in an extensive manner from the end
of the twenties, the repertoire wasn't so var-
ied. In most of the cases the new choirs
learned the same pieces that they heard per-
formed by others. The repertoire consisted
of revolutionary marches, hymns of free-
dom, hymns of work, as well as political alle-
gories. Not only the pieces performed, but
also the mode of the performance was usual-
ly fixed. In fact, a speaking choir could be
partitioned into male and female parts, also
into “dark” and "“light” voices (that was the
name for low and high voices), often a solo
voice was used, and rhythmical or illustrative
motion of the choir members accompanied
the recitation.

Despite all of the variability of the choirs,
the most common vocal structure of a poem
on stage was the simple crescendo, the rise
of the voice and the dynamic from piano to

> NEMES Laszlo, ,A Th. B. D. [Arbeiter-
Theater-Bund Deutschlands] (1927)"”, in 100%:
A KMP legdlis folydirata, 1927-1930, szerk.
LACKO Miklds, 160-163 (Budapest: Magvet6
Kiado, 1981), 162.

forte or to fortissimo. This was the acoustic
equivalent of the ritual union of the entire
community. The forte of the choir could be
intensified only if the audience joined the
recitation.

This type of choir performance can be
named the crescendo structure. By ‘crescen-
do structure’ | do not mean exclusively the
constant and gradual increase in loudness;
rather, only two criteria has to be fulfilled: 1.
there should not be a decrescendo in the
performance, 2. the ultimate line has to be
the loudest. Battle marches and wartime
verses were the best choices for this kind of
interpretation. Poems like Féltdmadott a
tenger [The Sea has Revolted] by Sandor
Petofi, a nineteenth century revolutionary
poet. This is a political allegory of the world’s
nations flowing together like a flood against
kings, tyrants and aristocracy. The poem,
which allegorizes the crowd as the seq, in re-
turn could easily be performed by a group of
people acting as if they were the flood.?

There was no need for texts with open
revolutionary meaning since the crescendo
structure suggested the meaning in itself.
The vocal structure of the crescendo was a
tool of interpretation for any kind of text
spoken by the choir. Even if one couldn’t un-
derstand a single line from a poem recited by
the choir, she or he would realize the main
purpose. The texts performed on stage were
not explicit politically; in fact, they couldn’t
have been because of censorship. We have
documents from choir leaders about their
work such as that of Oszkar Ascher, leader of
the Nyomdaszkorus (Typographer’s Choir),
which gives us a detailed description of how
he used the voice of the choir. For example,
his director’s instructions for the interpreta-
tion of the poem by Richard Dehmel are full
of metaphors. “The grumbling and moaning
of dark voices repeat the chorus in a threat-
ening way. [...] The solo of the soprano

3 ASCHER Oszkar, Minden versek titka (Buda-
pest: Szépirodalmi Konyvkiado, 1964), 33.
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sounds like anticipation of victory”* he writes.
Another choir leader, Aladar Tamas from 100%,
writes that “"The expressive force of the choir
gave a figurative sense to everything it per-
formed.”

The Masses by Attila Jozsef

Probably the best example for a poem writ-
ten for speaking choir performance is Témeg
(The Masses, 1930) by Attila Jozsef.® The po-
em’s first two lines are a labor movement
slogan of the time “Work and Bread!”
(“"Munkat kenyeret!”) which is repeated. At
the end of the poem there is also a slogan
(“Eljen a munkassag parasztsag / Nem fogja
polgari ravaszsag!”), “Long live worker and
peasant / free from bourgeois cunning”. We
know that The Masses was written on Sep-
tember 1, 1930, which was the day of the
biggest street protest during the period be-
tween the wars, in which Jézsef Attila took
part.” Just after his escape from the cavalry
policemen, he wrote the poem for his choir.
So, the political slogans in the poem — just
like the placards or the flags which were
brought onto the stage from the street, are
not an artistic representation of a political
subject, but a part of a political action in the
form of a little material piece (or a sound re-
cording of it).

* ASCHER Oszkar, ,Dehmel »Aratddal«-a a
korusban”, Munkdskdrus 1, 1. sz. (1933): 12.

> TAMAs Aladar, szerk., A 100% térténete
(Budapest: Magveté Kiadd, 1973), 110.

® Jozser Attila, ,Tomeg”, in JOZSEF Attila,
Minden verse és versforditdsa, 288-290 (Bu-
dapest: Szépirodalmi Kényvkiado, 1983); for
English translation, see: Attila JOzSEF, “The
Masses”, in Attila JOzSer and Anton N.
NYERGES, Poems of Attila Jozsef, 108-109
(Buffalo, N. Y.: Hungarian Cultural Foundati-
on, 1973).

7 SzABOLCSI Miklds, Kész a leltar: Jozsef Attila
élete és pdlydja, 1930-1937, Irodalom-
torténeti konyvtar 41 (Budapest: Akadémiai
Kiadd, 1998), 70.

In the following | will analyze some parts
of the text focusing on the possibilities of the
human voice encoded in the lines. Although
there’s insufficient data on how it was actu-
ally performed, we still can develop a hy-
pothesis about the possibilities of its perfor-
mance. Let’s start with the above-mentioned
first lines. We hear the slogan “Work and
bread!” repeated. It was usual that the choir
started reciting before appearing onstage.
The possibility is given in the text that at first
the audience only hears the voice getting
louder and louder before they actually see
the source of the voice. The choir enters on-
stage resembling protesters who would pop
up on any corner at a street demonstration.

During the first appearance the sound of a
solo voice acting as a narrator can be heard
proclaiming what we experience. "The mass-
es are coming!” (In the translation of Nyerges
this line is “The Masses! The Masses!”) The
word “masses” is repeated in the text. We
can consider it a rule that repetition is always
amplification in the crescendo structure.
Thus we can suppose that the word “"Masses”
is repeated by the whole choir or by a section
of it.

The breaking of lines in the poem shows
us — so to speak — typographically, that the
lines with a single word are intended for the
choir. In the original poem we can see at first
glance that there are only five single word
lines (the translation has fewer). See Table 1.
As we can see, the word “masses” is repeat-
ed from time to time and three times this
word makes a whole line. In the last section
there are even single vowels making a whole
line twice. One is an exclamation “Oh”, the
other is the third person personal pronoun
standing for the word “masses”. Nothing can
be more evident than that these one-word
and one-letter lines are not for solo voices,
but should be recited by the choir.

By repeating the word “"Masses” the choir
repeatedly refers to itself. One could say that
this is a very tautological mode of using lan-
guage. But one shouldn’t forget about the
ritual role of the speaking choir perfor-
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mance. The repeated lines of the choir are,
just as the repeated parts of the Roman
Catholic Mass, an opportunity for the audi-
ence to join the actual community by repeat-
ing the words out loud along with the per-
formers. Common repetition of the word
“masses” is like a profane communion. The
analogy can be stated even if we know that
illegal communists were supposed to be
strict atheists. Joining the performance by
repeating the word “the masses” means join-
ing the imagined community of the workers
of the world on the level of political symbol-
ism. Benedict Anderson uses the concept of
imagined community® to analyze the period
of the birth of national identities during the
nineteenth and early twentieth centuries.
But in the same period the making of the la-
bor class was also in progress, and the emer-
gence of a social class is a comparable to
that half sociological, half imagined commu-
nity of a nation that Anderson analyzed. A
political ritual like a performance of a speak-
ing choir symbolically fulfills the order of the
Communist Manifesto of Karl Marx and Frie-
drich Engels which is probably the most
wide-known slogan of the labor movement.
“Proletarians of all countries, unite!"®

The final lines also suggest a simple cho-
reography of a workers’ choir:

All else [is]

useless —

bargain, curse, silence, words.
The masses: building and builder,
foundation and roof,

maker and planner.

Long live worker and peasant

® Benedict ANDERSON, Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origins and Spread of Na-
tionalism (London: Verso, 1983).

% Friedrich ENGELS and Karl MARX, ,Manifesto
of the Communist Party”, in Marx/Engels Se-
lected Works, Vol. One, 98-137 (Moscow:
Progress Publishers, 1969),
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/work
s/2848/communist-manifesto/index.htm.

free of [bourgeoise] cunning.

Millions of legs kick [it] up.
Ho masses, onward, onward.

Here we can see possibilities for making a di-
alogue between the sections of the choir.
Oppositions and parallelisms were usually
performed in a responding manner. | have
marked in italics and bold the two sections
answering each other.

All else [is]

useless —

bargain, curse, silence, words.
The masses: building and builder,
foundation and roof,

maker and planner.

Long live worker and peasant
free of [bourgeoise] cunning.
Millions of legs kick [it] up.

Ho masses, onward, onward.

The final lines demonstrate a very typical
ending of a choral poem. Two things are im-
portant here. The first is that the text guides
us back to the class struggle, to the street.
“"Ho masses, onward, onward.” When they
repeat, “onward, onward”, they could have
started leaving the stage as if they were go-
ing back to continue the fight for freedom.
The second is that there is a line what can be
taken as a director’s instruction for physical
movement on the stage: "Millions legs kick it
up”. While it is being said, the members of
the choir can all kick in the air at one time
showing a collective force and frightening
the bourgeoisie.

Both of these elements were very com-
mon in poems performed by choirs. Szocial-
istak (Socialists) by Attila Jozsef ends with
this line “You go south, you west and | north,
/ my Comrade!”® We can imagine that by
saying this, and pointing to the different di-
rections, the leader of the choir is actually

¥ JOzsEF, ,Szocialistdk”, in JOZSEF, minden
verse..., 299.
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sending the sections of the chorus offstage
and eventually leaves himself. The closing is
a symbolic act of making propaganda in all
parts of the world. (Note that east is missing.
Naturally, it is a hint: the only place on Earth
where there’s no need for more agitators is
the Soviet Union.) An other example could
be Vladimir Mayakovsky's Poem The Left
March from 1918 which ends like this:

Chests out! Shoulders straight!
Stick to the sky red flags adrift.
Who's marching there to the right?
LEFT!

LEFT!

LEFT!I™

The Punalua by Odén Palasovszky

Odon Palasovszky took part in a variety of
Avant-Garde theatrical groups of which the
Zold Szamar Szinhaz (Green Donkey Thea-
tre) was the first, founded by Sandor
Bortnyik and Ivan Hevesy in 1925. Palasovszky
used speaking choirs in two different ways:
he had two different repertoires as a theatre
director, one for the workers’ stages and an-
other for a middle-class audience that could
afford the ticket at the Academy of Music
concert hall. While the first repertoire had a
strictly revolutionary character, the latter,
even though it had a certain oppositional
and leftist touch, was in contrast more so-
phisticated, more up-to-date and more play-
ful. It was also ironic, contained more foreign
authors and was similar to a potential show
in Cabaret Voltaire, Zurich. Palasovszky’s
repertoire for middle class stage involved
works by Guillaume Apollinaire, Jean Coc-
teau, Paul Eluard, Tristan Tzara, Yvan Goll,
Franz Kafka, and music by Schonberg and
Honegger, while on a workers’ stage they re-
cited Endre Ady, Walt Whitman, Alexander

" Herbert MARSHALL, Mayakovsky (London:
Dobson Books, 1965), 130.

Blok, Sergei Yesenin, Vladimir Mayakovski,
and others.™

From a historical point of view we can say
that Palasovszky’s choice was a wise consid-
eration of the different cultural needs of the
two audiences. Circles of the rich and per-
haps snobbish middle-class youth found the
scandalous and Dadaist provocation on
stage trendy and spicy. Works and shows of
Palasovszky were in fashion for a time, but it
also seemed to be a betrayal of the working
class from a political point of view. Even
Kassak published a fervent critique of the
Green Donkey Theatre in the Vienna-based
MA.2 (Kassak, 1925). As he suggests, one
cannot represent the workers and be a pet of
the ruling class at the same time. Kassak
held that modernist art is a legitimate prop-
erty of the working class. Palasovszky con-
sidered the middle-class stage to be a better
place for the artistic experiment, and only a
limited amount of the experimental art could
be brought into the workers’ stages.

The choral poems which Palasovszky
wrote and directed for the workers’ choir
were similar to the The Masses of Attila
Jozsef. For example his Uvegfuvék (Glassblow-
ers, 1927)"* and A nydgtelenek (Without a
Hobble, 1929)* were both performed by the
"100 %" choir. They are based on the cre-
scendo-structure, ending with a mobilizing
slogan. (“Let’s go glassblowers!” “Let’s go,
come on!”). They celebrate collectivity
(“Look! We are all from the same flesh and
blood!” “Nini! Mindnyajan vérrokonok vag-
yunk”) and offer easily understandable hints
of the revolution to come. ("Go and plant an
island, / Where will be no more fear and con-

* JAKFALVI Magdolna, Avantgdrd, szinhdz,
politika (Budapest: Balassi Kiado, 2006), 57.
3 KASSAK Lajos, ,Horizont”, MA 10, 3—4. sz.
(1925): 205.

*  PaLAsovszky Odon, ,Uvegfuvok”, in
PALASOVSzKY Odén, Csillagsebek: Vélogatott
versek, 77 (Budapest: Magveto, 1987), 77.

> PALASovSzKY Odén, , A nylgtelenek”, in ibid.
102.
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straint!” “Egy szigetet Ultessetek, / Ahol
megszUnik a félelem és a kényszer”)

But these are not the works Palasovszky
is famous for. In his more significant perfor-
mances he either left behind the simple and
didactic tool of the crescendo structure or
uses it in an ironic way. As we have seen, the
crescendo in a speaking choir performance
reinforces or even guarantees meaning. See
the tautological structure of The Masses: the
choir acts as “the masses” on the street and
in the meantime the text repeats again and
again the word ‘Masses’. Palasovszky used
several kinds of acoustic patterns, which are
also shown in the musical notes of the pub-
lished version of his texts.

In works like the famous Punaluag, it is
very hard to localize the central meaning. In
the cited fragment from the beginning of the
Punalua there is the solo voice of the priest,
and there is a choir divided into male and
female groups. Here we can see how the
word Punalua was born from a repetition of
meaningless voices. This scene is again an
enactment of a ritual, with a priest and with
the community of men and women.

PRIEST: | make Punalua visible.
(Starting the songs of u-punalua:)
U-

U-uu-uu!

MEN, dancing the "breathing Punalua™:
U-

U-uu-uu!
Alu—-auv-avlu—-au-aala—-aa—-aal!

WOMEN, with songs of the iiya- aaya:
Il -ya—aa—-yalii—ya—aa-ya!

MEN, with a double u-aa:
UUlu-au-ao!

U-

PRIEST: Punalua!

MEN:Punalua! Punalua! Punalua!
Punalua! Punalua! Punalua!

ALL: (crying after Punalua)*®

*® punalua! (Palasovszky, 1926, 6. My trans-
lation—D.Sz.)

The process going on is a kind of transub-
stantiation, as the Priest makes something
visible that was invisible before. We can no-
tice that the crescendo structure is at work
again in this fragment. The choir repeats and
amplifies the lines of the solo voice. The
whole fragment starts with a solo, goes on
with male and female choirs dialoguing and
ends with a tutti of everyone shouting the
word finally found, “Punalua”. It is an expres-
sion of a triumph that after singing and
shouting of the vocals “u-a u-a” there's a
word finally, probably a name, the random
voices found a stable form finally which
seems to be very significant. As a result, eve-
rybody seems to be happy with that because
of the univocality of the whole choir. There is
a very similar tautologism here that we have
seen in the case of the Attila Jozsef poem. A
cultic repetition of a sacred word. There was
also a central word in the performance re-
peated from time to time. The community
was born exactly at that moment, when eve-
rybody was shouting “the Masses, the Masses”.

There is another meaningless vocal se-
qguence in the poem, this is the 'ii —ya —aa —
ya’' sung by women. Later on it is repeated
and transformed to “i— o —a—a" and evolves
into the word “izzdldmpa", that is ‘“in-
cadescent lamp”. This word — in contrast to
Punalua — has a clear meaning but it is still
hard to understand what its role is here. One
can probably argue that the glowing of the
lamp symbolizes the spark of the revolution,
but the meaning here is far more ambiguous
and uncertain than it was in Attila Jozsef's
poem. One cannot be sure how to take it. Is
it a symbolic ritual of a community or is it a
joke? When the audience suddenly under-
stands that the meaningless vocal sequence
has developed into a meaningful word, then
again they still don’t understand what to do
with ‘incandescent lamp”.

In fact, the word “Punalua” is not mean-
ingless either, although its usage in the cho-
ral poem is very surprising. Originally,
“Punaluan family” was a term of a nine-
teenth century American cultural anthropol-
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ogist, Lewis H. Morgan (2877). The term de-
scribes a basic prehistoric form of human
community that existed before family and
monogamy. Morgan based his theory on the
study of ancient precolonial Hawaiian family
relations, that is where the name came from,
and there is still a beach called Punalu’u in
Hawaii. Morgan supposed that Punalua was
a certain marriage-like arrangement be-
tween tribes. Daughters of one tribe became
wives of the sons of another tribe. It was a
kind of limited polygamy. The wives were
sisters, the husbands were brethren to each
other and they were parents of all of the
children born inside the community, no mat-
ter who the mother and father were in the
modern Western sense of the word. The
concept of free love and the concept of
group marriage had a certain popularity in
the labor movement subculture. In fact, in
most of the cases it wasn’t an ongoing, real
practice between girls and boys in the
movement, it was rather a non-official way
to imagine communism. At least two of the
most famous authors of Marxism, Friedrich
Engels (1884) and August Bebel (1879) wrote
about the Punalua family and on the work of
Lewis Morgan. Instead of the role it took in
the turn of the century Marxist literature, we
still do not know what is the exact role of the
word “Punalua” in the work of Palasovszky.
Is it an erotic vision of communism or is it
propaganda for free love? Perhaps we can
say that Palasovszky was dreaming about a
bond between people that is stronger than
the ties of present bourgeoise society. A
utopic community tied both by love and by
brotherhood and sisterhood. Or perhaps it is
only a frivolous joke, nothing more.

Punalua of Palasovszky was a product of
the same little artistic subcultural scene in
Budapest at the end of the twenties, but
does not share the semantic structure and
political function of the other choral poems.
Mostly because in this case one cannot know
for sure the meaning of the central word:
Punalua. The audience can see that there’s a
ritual going on during the virtual perfor-

mance, and something very important is
happening that unites the community. But it
is really hard to join to a community in the
name of something you absolutely don't un-
derstand. What one can do is merely join for
the fun of it, in a mocking manner, such as in
a carnival or in a festival.

Punalua and other works of Palasovszky
had some impact in their times in Budapest
society. As we noted earlier, they were in
fashion but they also succeeded in making a
scandal, and that is what a proper Avant-
Garde performance should do. Because of
their evident hints about sexuality, they were
outrageous not only in the bourgeoise but
also in the labor-class subculture. The speak-
ing choir movement was probably the most
powerful and effective leftist cultural move-
ment in the interwar period in Hungary; but
considering both the artistic and political
subversivity of Palasovszky’s pieces, most of
the choral poems and choir performances of
the time seem to be rather conservative and
old fashioned.

Bibliography

ANDERSON, Benedict. Imagined Communities:
Reflections on the Origins and Spread of
Nationalism. London: Verso, 1983.

ASCHER Oszkar, ,Dehmel »Aratodal«-a a ko-
rusban”. Munkdskdrus 1, 1. sz. (1933): 12.

ASCHER Oszkar. Minden versek titka. Buda-
pest: Szépirodalmi Konyvkiado, 1964.

BOTKA Ferenc, szerk., Kassai Munkds 1907—
1937. Budapest: Akadémiai Kiadd, 1969.

ENGELS, Friedrich and Karl MARX. “Manifesto
of the Communist Party”. In Marx/Engels
Selected Works, Vol. One, 98-137. Mos-
cow: Progress Publishers, 1969.
https://www.marxists.org/archive/marx/w
orks/1848/communist-
manifesto/index.htm.

JAKFALVI Magdolna. Avantgdrd, szinhaz, poli-
tika. Budapest: Balassi Kiadd, 2006).

JOzSEF Attila. ,Szocialistak”. In JOzSEF Attila,
Minden verse és versforditdsa, 299. Buda-
pest: Szépirodalmi Konyvkiado, 1983.



m DAVID SZOLLATH

JOzsEF Attila. ,Tomeg”. In JOZSEF Attila, Min-
den verse és versforditdsa, 288—290. Bu-
dapest: Szépirodalmi Kényvkiado, 1983.
For English translation, see: JOZSEF, Attila.
“The Masses”. In Attila JOzSEF and Anton
N. NYERGES, Poems of Attila Jozsef, 108—
109. Buffalo, N. Y.: Hungarian Cultural
Foundation, 1973.

KASSAK Lajos. ,Horizont”. MA 10, 3—4. sz.
(1925): 205.

MARSHALL, Herbert. Mayakovsky. London:
Dobson Books, 1965.

NEMES Laszlo. ,A Th. B. D. [Arbeiter-
Theater-Bund Deutschlands] (1927)". In
100%: A KMP legdlis folydirata, 1927—
1930, szerkesztette LACKO Miklods, 160—
163. Budapest: Magvet6 Kiado, 1981.

PALASOvVszkY Odén. ,A ny(gtelenek”. In
PALAsovszky Odén, Csillagsebek: Véloga-
tott versek, 102. Budapest: Magvet6 Ki-
ado, 1987.

PALAsovszky Odén. ,Uvegfuvok”. In
PALAsovszkY Odén, Csillagsebek: Véloga-
tott versek, 77. Budapest: Magvet6 Kiado,
1987.

SzaBoLcsI Miklds. Kész a leltar: Jozsef Attila
élete és padlydja, 1930-1937. Irodalom-
torténeti konyvtar 41. Budapest: Aka-
démiai Kiado, 1998.

TAMAS Aladar, szerk. A 100% térténete. Bu-
dapest: Magvetd Kiadd, 1973.



Table 1.

POLITICAL OR AESTHETICAL SUBVERSION?

Attila Jozsef Témeg (The Masses,1930) (Jozsef, 1983, 288), translated by Anton N. Nyerges

(Jozsef, 1973, 108—9.)

Munkat! kenyeret!
Munkat! kenyeret!

Jon atomeg, a tomeg!
Mint a megriadt legyek
ropulnek réla a kovek.
Szallo szikla apro szikra,
mint ki a szemét kinyitja,
ha vasdorong Utotte meg.
Atdmeg

jard erdd rengeteg,

ha megall, vér a gyokere.
Term6fold talpa, tenyere.

Szazezer hegy a kenyere,
itala nem férne kodnek
s a kodok bar hegyet fodnek,
a tomegnek nincs kenyere.

Kenyértésztaként dobaddik,
hanykolodik, dagasztodik
a tomeq.
Tomény Gssejt, puffeteg
tapogatdit kibontja,
nyulik, valik amébaként,
mas dudorait bevonja.

Vilag, bekap a tomeg!
Felleget fu orralika,
odvas foga
bérkaszarnyak gorbe sora.
Kapkod, nyul, ahova ér,
csUrért, gyarért, boglyaért,
hétorai munkaért,
a Goncolért, Fiastyukért,
bovizy, alfoldi kutért - -

Nyirkos, gorbed6 atyaim,
édes, sovany leanykaim
a tomeq.
Korotte fustolgd csovek.
Folyot piszkal a szalmaszal, -
ni, kapja, viszi mar az ar!
és sodorja a padokat,

Work and bread!

Work and bread!

The masses! The masses!

Stones swarming

like startled flies.

Rocks in the air, tiny sparks

you see

when struck by a beam.

The masses

walk like a wilderness.

If it stops, they are rooted in blood,
their soles and palms a fertile land,
their loaves a hundred thousand hills,
and their wine a mist

covering the hillsides.

But the masses have no real bread.

Like swollen dough the

masses

heave,

hard germ cells, inflates,

grow feelers,

develop, transform into amoebae,
absorb other nodules.

World, the masses will devour you!
Their breath is a cloud,

their teeth

a staggered row

of rotten tenements.

They grab where they can
factories, barns, wheat stacks,

a seven hour workday,

Dippers, Pleiades,

and deep Alfold wells.

Clammy old men

and thin girls

are the masses.

They are girded by steaming pipes —
a piece of straw poked in the river,
the current snatches it,
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a kiszniket, a kocsikat,
a csakokat, a lovakat,
a folmutatott kardokat - -

Oh!
Minden mas hiabavalg,
az alku, az atok, a csond, a szd!
0
az épulet s az épitd,
lenn alapkd és fonn tetd,
a dolgozd, a tervezo - -

Eljen a munkésség, parasztsag,
nem fogja polgari ravaszsag,
folrugja millionyi lab, -
hu! tomegek, tovabb! tovabb!

sweeps away benches,
chests, carts,

shakos, horses,

and upraised swords.

All else

useless —

bargain, curse, silence, words.
The masses: building and builder,
foundation and roof,

maker and planner.

Long live worker and peasant
free of middle class cunning.
Millions of legs kick up.

Ho masses, onward, onward.
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Three Glorious Resumptions:

Kassak’s Road to Becoming a Master

ANDRAS KAPPANYOS

Abstract: Although the Hungarian Avant-
garde produced several outstanding and in-
ternationally renowned creative minds, its
defining figure is undoubtedly Lajos Kassak,
poet, novelist, editor, critic, curator, typog-
rapher, painter, but first and foremost tire-
less and incorruptible organizer. His unprec-
edented career is more than just an amusing
story: it also exemplifies the changes of the
times that made it possible for a very sharp
and very stubborn young man to accomplish
this journey from apprentice of a locksmith
in a small rural town to respected member of
the community of progressive European art-
ists. The presentation examines the major
stages of this journey in the socio-cultural
context and in the intellectual-spiritual de-
velopment of Kassak. It focuses on the turn-
ing points when his surprisingly independent
thinking allowed such insights and decisions
that heavily influenced the destiny of Cen-
tral-European Avant-garde, and still affect
our ideas on the ultimate aim of art.

As the organizer of this conference, | felt it
was my duty to fill in the greatest gap these
wonderful presentations have left open, and
devote a full paper to Lajos Kassak, the un-
disputed leading figure of the Hungarian
Avant-garde movement, also known as Ac-
tivism. But it isn't just a lap of honor.
Kassak’s extraordinary career is a unique ex-
ample of how the two core ideas of moderni-
ty, mobility and autonomy, define the life of
an individual and a movement. Kassak be-
came a modern artist of international pres-
tige at about the age of 35 — that is a re-
markable achievement, but far from being
unique. What makes Kassak’s career rather
rare is that he turned a modern individual be-

fore becoming either an artist or, even later,
international. The paper presents these three
steps of his development in relation to his
three formative journeys.

Kassak was the first-born son of a phar-
macy assistant and an illiterate washerwom-
an in the rural town of Ersekujvar, Northern
Hungary, today Nové Zamky, Slovakia. His
father’'s ambition was to make his son a
“gentleman”: presumably an official or clerk
at some governmental institution, but even
priesthood was considered. Kassak’s first act
of rebellion took place at the age of 12, when
the bright youngster refused to continue
middle school: he deliberately failed in all
subjects and took an apprentice’s job at a
locksmith’s workshop. Clearly, at the time, it
wasn't part of a conscious life plan: it was an
act of instinctive, juvenile revolt. Neverthe-
less, it fits very consequently among his later
decisions. On the surface, this might appear
as a step down in the social hierarchy: to
choose a proletarian way of life instead that
of the lower middle class. But Kassak saw
very clearly (even if not consciously) that the
perspectives promoted by his father were
distinctively pre-modern, belonged to the
19" century. At the time, he presumably
perceived this only as a premonition of un-
bearable dullness. On the other hand, being
a confident member of the proletariat could
mean immediate contact with progress, at
least in its technological sense. Being an
ironworker might have seemed an open-
ended story, and later it proved to be one.

The second phase of the first step of this
self-modernization process came five years
later, when Kassak, armed with his new vo-
cational certificate, moved to Budapest. The
capital was a modern metropolis (again, at
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least in the technological sense), with the
first subway on the continent, among other
wonders. The millennial celebrations and
exhibitions of 1896 inspired many young
people of Kassak’'s generation in spite of
their ideological and aesthetic conservatism.
These events were devised to promote the
thousand-year continuity of the Hungarian
state as well as its economic strength — but it
also promoted modernity, the realm of
open-ended stories, and inspired actual mo-
bility, as in the case of Kassak.

The cruel efficiency of modern life opened
the young ironworker’s eyes to social injus-
tice that was much more visible in the urban
environment. He soon became a socialist
and a trade unionist and began to read pas-
sionately. This finalized his break with the
world of his father, and started the second
period of his development, during which he
became an artist. First, he tried his hand at
poetry. His first idols, predictably, were pre-
modern poets, namely Sandor Pet6fi, the
much plagiarized romantic-patriotic hero
poet of the 1848 revolution, and a contem-
porary, the rather mediocre socialist poet,
Sandor Csizmadia. The choices of the young
Kassak, as is typical of untrained readers,
were thematically based. But his readings
triggered new expectations in his mind, and
he gradually realized that modern subjects
would require modern forms. This instinctive
search brought him to the point where, in
1909, at the age of 22, he started on his sec-
ond journey: he went on a study tour to Paris
to see the modern world and learn what is
there to be learned. As he writes in his auto-
biography, "I started off the second time to
fulfill my life.”* The first time, he implies, was
his moving to Budapest. That time, five
years earlier, he made a typical journey of a
young, dissatisfied craftsman; this time that
of a young, restless artist. His most im-

* ,Masodszor indultam Utra, hogy életemet
kiteljesitsem.” KASSAK Lajos, Egy ember élete
[A Man'’s Life], 2 kot. (Budapest: Magveté Ki-
ado, 1983), 1:299.

portant role model was his older contempo-
rary, Endre Ady, the leading figure of Hun-
garian literary modernism. But unlike Ady,
Kassdak’s poverty wasn’t an artistic pose; he
was really penniless, and covered most of
the distance by foot, relying on the compas-
sion of people, sometimes on actual beg-
ging.

We cannot be sure how much he could ac-
tually learn about modernity, but he defi-
nitely learnt a lot about the richness of Euro-
pean culture: as he writes in his 1922 narra-
tive poem, this journey irreversibly made
him a poet.” Returning to Budapest he grad-
vally established himself as an independent
writer. He wrote short stories, novels and
plays, he was accepted even by the leading
moderate-modernist review, Nyugat. His
prose works weren’t distinctly avant-garde,
as the first core groups of the European
avant-garde were just forming this time. His
writing was predominantly naturalistic, with
a distinct expressionist tinge in his language.
But he already followed the European devel-
opments very closely, like the first manifes-
tations of Futurism and Expressionism.

As with so many avant-garde artists, it
was the war that brought about his aesthetic
radicalism — as the vehicle of a radical politi-
cal reaction to the monstrosities of the war.
The Hungarian population, even the working
class, received the war rather enthusiastical-
ly: it was a general illusion that it will bring
social justice and prosperity. Kassak and Ady
were among the very few intellectuals who
opposed the war almost from the beginning.
In 1915 Kassak published his first poetry vol-
ume,®> which was also his first avant-garde

* ,[MJert akkor mar kolté voltam megopera-
lhatatlanul” ([Blecause | was already a poet
then, inoperably). KASSAK Lajos, Osszes ver-
sei, 2 kot. (Budapest: Magvet6 Kiado, 1981),
1:206. Another version: ,Mar kolté voltam
megvalthatatlanul” (I was already a poet, ir-
redeemably). KASSAK, Eqy ember élete, 1:425.
3 KAsSAK Lajos, Eposz Wagner maszkjaban
(Budapest: Hunnia nyomda, 1915).



statement, and in November he started his
first periodical, A Tett [The Deed], with a dis-
tinct antiwar focus. In the summer of 1916,
with almost prophetic foresight, he pub-
lished an international issue that included
contributions from several warring nations,
both allies and enemies. The strength of this
gesture is shown in the reaction to it, as the
review was banned by a decree of the Minis-
try of Interior. (In a posthumous volume,
Kassak includes the text of this banning de-
cree.*) Apparently, they understood this as
Kassak meant it: a declaration that the bonds
between progressive, creative people eve-
rywhere are stronger than fleeting political
interests. What Kassak didn’t know was that
only a few months earlier, in neutral Zurich,
Hugo Ball, Tristan Tzara and others founded
Dadaism, the first international movement
of the century.

Kassak quickly started his new periodical,
MA, and for the next decade this became the
foremost institution of the Hungarian avant-
garde, that developed into a review of inter-
national impact, and an important inspira-
tion to the whole of Eastern and Central Eu-
rope. But before reaching this prominence,
the undertaking had to face some difficult
challenges. In 1917, under the spell of the
events in Russia, four leading collaborators
left the periodical because Kassak didn't
agree to their demands for an openly Bol-
shevik revolutionary stance. Kassak was very
much involved, and even published a special
issue on Lenin, but he wanted to keep MA a
cultural review. The youngest of the four de-
serters, Jozsef Révai (the others were Mat-
yas Gyorgy, Aladar Komjat and Jézsef Leng-
yel), became a member of another, much
more sinister quartet three decades later: he
became the omnipotent tyrant of Hungarian
cultural politics of the Stalinist regime of the
fifties (his peers were Matyas Rakosi, Ern6
Ger6 and Mihaly Farkas). He caused a lot of

* KASSAK Lajos, Az izmusok torténete (Buda-
pest: Magvet6 Kiado, 1972), 197.
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damage in this position but he did try to save
his former master from atrocities.

But to get back to our main story, the
worldviews of the two of them had to collide
once again much earlier. During the short
lived 1919 Hungarian Soviet Republic, Révai
became an editor of the party journal, and in
this position he prepared a decree to make
MA the official literary journal of the Repub-
lic. Kassak firmly declined this honor,> which
testifies to his surprising insight, or even
foresight. Though he agreed with the gen-
eral direction of the revolution and even had
an office in the Commissariat of Public Edu-
cation (as a censor of posters), he wanted to
preserve the autonomy of his periodical. This
preserved autonomy was the token of the
authenticity that kept MA alive for the com-
ing six years of exile.

During the months of the Soviet Repubilic,
in May and June of 1919, the issues of MA
doubled in bulk and sported a heading print-
ed in red, but the leaders of the revolution
apparently didn’t forget Kassak’s refusal. Bé-
la Kun attacked the periodical in one of his
speeches to which Kassak responded with an
open letter.® MA wasn't officially banned but
the once abundant paper supplies were sud-
denly exhausted: the story of the review
ended in Budapest, to resume, in a year's
time, in Vienna.

The flight to Vienna, Kassak’s third defini-
tive journey, was involuntary, but it was
probably an even bigger social-cultural leap
than the previous two. In a relatively short
time Kassak became an honored member of
the international community of progressive
artists. He corresponded with Schwitters,
Arp, Tzara, van Doesburg, Hausmann, Ar-
chipenko, Puni, and many others: published
their writings in translation and their visual
works in reproduction, and advertised their

> KASSAK, Egy ember élete, 2:519-520.

® KassAk Lajos, ,Levél Kun Bélahoz a mijvészet
Ugyében” [Letter to Béla Kun in the name of
art], MA 4, 7. sz. (1919): 146-148.
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journals as they advertised his. Of course,
there had been Hungarian artists in the past
who achieved international prominence:
Ferenc Liszt was a real world-celebrity in his
time, as well as Mihaly Munkacsy, to a some-
what lesser extent. But being admitted in the
not-so-secret international society of artists
and thinkers was something different: the
closest analogy is probably the great Hun-
garian humanist poet of the 15th century, Ja-
nus Pannonius, who corresponded some-
what similarly with his peers above the heads
of their earth-bound, medieval contempo-
raries.

However, for Kassak, this implied elitism
was foreign, as he felt a strong vocation for
the elevation of the masses. He wanted to
achieve a broad impact, even internationally,
and realized that his main medium, lan-
guage, was a hindrance. From 1920 on, he
began to experiment in visual arts: first with
typography, and visual poetry, then collages
and linocuts, and shortly with oil paintings.
He made MA one of the most spectacular
magazines of its time, so that it would be at-
tractive even for those readers who didn’t
read Hungarian. "l think ours is one of the
most attractive periodicals in Europe”, he
wrote in a letter in 1921.” Each issue became
a strong visual statement, and the number of
writings on visual arts, architecture, theatre
and film increased significantly — not at the
expense of literature, but that of politics.
This shift of emphasis led to a new, bitter
split in the editorial board: in 1922 both dep-
uty editors Sandor Barta and Béla Uitz left
Kassak, in spite of the fact that both of them
were his brothers-in-law (husbands of his
two younger sisters). This crisis brought
about Kassak’s most important poetical
work, the long narrative poem, The Horse
Dies the Birds Fly Off, as well as one of his

7ILLES llona, szerk., A Tett, Ma, 2x2 reper-
torium (Budapest: Petéfi Irodalmi Muzeum,

1975), 17.

most important essays, Answer to Many In-
quiries and Standpoint.®

In this critical situation, we can once again
ascertain his acumen. The famous, enigmat-
ic closing line of the poem, “and the nickel
samovar flies away above our head” (s
fejunk folott elrepul a nikkel szamovar”),®
spectacularly coincides with a sentence of
the essay: “As we see, the possibility of a
world-revolution, prepared by the war, has
swept over us unfulfilled, due to the moral
constrains and immature demands of the
proletariat, and we fell back again in a pre-
paratory phase.””® Kassak clearly realized
that the imminence of a world-revolution is
an illusion; a responsible activist artist should
find new ways to fulfill his mission. Contrary
to his collaborators, among them his broth-
ers-in-law, Kassak realized that the program
of directly revolutionizing people would im-
ply the subordination of art to politics, the
abandoning of the autonomy of art. | could
find no evidence that he would have explicit-
ly followed this line of thought, that degrad-
ing art to a device of political persuasion de-
grades its recipients as well, damaging their
autonomy. Nevertheless, he acted as some-
one who fully realized this.

Kassak had to face the dilemma of many
progressive, committed artists of the centu-
ry, and he found his own way out of it. From
the early, predominantly Expressionist con-
cepts he led the movement to its mature,
predominantly Constructivist era, through a
short and stormy Dadaist period. He realized
that art shouldn’t be used as a device that is
supposed to directly change people’s convic-
tions. Art either shouldn’t be used as a de-
vice at all, or it should be used for changing
people’s environments: the spaces they live
and work in, the views they see, the objects
they interact with. These elements of human
environment should be purely functional and

8 KassAk Lajos, ,Valasz sokfelé és allaspont”,
Ma 8, 8. sz. (1922): 50—54.

9 KassAk, Osszes versei, 1:215.

*° KASSAK, ,Valasz sokfelé...”, 52.



beautiful in their functionality. Kassak, through
his own personal reasoning, arrived at the
conclusion of Bauhaus — and admittedly, this
insight wasn't independent from his closest
collaborator at the time, Laszl6 Moholy-
Nagy, who was soon to become a professor
of Bauhaus in Weimar. One of the fruits of
this cooperation is Buch neuver Kiinstler.**

Kassak became an international modern
artist on his own, and he performed three
social-cultural leaps which typically only oc-
cur once in a generation, at most. At the age
of 37 he began to write his autobiography
which spans eight volumes but only reaches
the age of 33. Were there more possible
steps?

In 1926 Kassak returned to Budapest and
in several gestures offered a new synthesis
to the Hungarian public—a synthesis that in-
volved the innovations of the avant-garde
attuned to Hungarian cultural traditions.
This offer consisted of his portfolio-like vol-
ume, Tisztasdg konyve [Book of Purity],*
and his new periodical, Dokumentum (1926—
27). The Hungarian public — which had no ex-
perience with the avant-garde — ultimately
refused this offer. But Kassak’s personal in-
tuition, that understanding through art is
more universal than understanding through
politics, provided substance for the second
forty years of his life, and liberated several
generations of artists.

" MoHOLY-NAGY Laszlo und KASSAK Lajos,
Hg., Buch neuer Kinstler (Wien: Ma, 1922);
see also facsimile edition: (Zurich: Lars Mil-
ler, 1996).

** KASSAK Lajos, Tisztasdg kényve (Wien: Hori-
zont-Fisher Verlag), 1926; see also facsimile
edition: (Budapest: Helikon Kiado, 1987).
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